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ABSTRACT 
Secondary Education reform efforts have focused on perpetual achievement 
gaps for more than a decade, highlighting the essence of state level standardized test 
scores in reading and math, among diverse student groups in relation to their white 
peers. The reauthorization of ESEA (2013), is a reform effort described as the Student 
Success Act, whereby the expectation of student success is described in terms of all 
students graduating from high school, both college and career ready. The concept of 
no child left behind remains at the base of the law, which designates federal funds for 
education programs designed to ensure equal access to educational opportunities for 
all students regardless of their demographics. In the 21st century, a major challenge of 
secondary school reform efforts is to guarantee equal access while supporting overall 
student success in accelerated learning environments. 
The major purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of African 
American high school students’ on their experiences of success in accelerated 
learning programs, including Advanced International Certificate of Education (AICE), 
Advanced Program (AP), and International Baccalaureate (IB). Other key interest 
areas of influence on their perceptions of success included academic efficacy, ethnic 
identity awareness, and future aspirations.   
The theoretical frameworks of Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1986), 
Erikson’s (1968) identity development theory, McClelland’s (1961) human 
motivation theory, Benard’s (1993) resiliency theory, and Phinney’s ethnic identity 
development model (1992)  framed this research study.  Using a qualitative design, 
in-depth interviews were conducted to obtain thick, rich, detailed materials to gain a 
deep understanding of the self-concepts, beliefs, and views of how African American 
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high school students think about key influences on their success in accelerated 
learning programs.   
 Data analysis applying a thematic approach through an inductive and 
interactive systematic process of data coding and analysis generated themes regarding 
knowledge strengths, academic and cultural diversity, resource systems, stereotypical 
expectations, future focused, commitment to give back to the community, and 
networking for progress. Implications for secondary education policy makers include 
the need for a more comprehensive resource system, to address opportunity gaps in 
accelerated learning programs, and expectations gaps in the preparedness of diverse 
students for college and careers. Understanding African American high school 
students’ experiences of success may assist in fostering an environment of wholeness 
and inclusion, in turn possibly leading to a full health approach to student success, 
including the physical, psychological, mental, and spiritual/inspirational aspects of 
human development for optimal learning and increased academic and overall life 
success among African American high school students and all diverse student groups.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1 
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
In the 21st century, diplomas really do count (Diplomas Count, 2009), 
especially for African American students, who continue to be reported as lagging 
behind their White peers in achievement and requiring ongoing remediation and 
retraining upon entering college, the military, and the workforce (Pinkus, 2009). To 
this end, broad initiatives designed to increase academic opportunities for high school 
students to earn a high school diploma and gain college credit free of charge have 
been implemented across the nation. For example, Florida’s K-20 seamless 
accountability system (Florida Department of Education, 2009) reaches beyond 
traditional options to include credit recovery programs, dual-enrollment options, and 
virtual learning programs.  However, the literature continues to indicate a notable 
disparity throughout the nation in the level of minority participation and 
underrepresentation in advanced studies such as the honors, Advanced Placement 
(AP), Advanced International Certificate of Education (AICE), and International 
Baccalaureate (IB) programs (Bonner, 2001; Hrabowski, Maton, Greene, & Grief, 
2002; Morris, 2008).  As the states provide more internationally competitive 
educational opportunities to help high school students prepare for college, African 
American students must decide how they will act on these opportunities. This study 
investigated how African American students position themselves to take advantage of 
expanded educational opportunities. In order for African American students to be 
academically, socially, and culturally prepared to enter college or a career in the 21st 
century, they need to make the commitment necessary to maximize their high school 
experiences.  These educational experiences, including teamwork and collaboration or 
the ability to network across diverse groups, can have a tremendous impact on college 
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and career readiness and completion. Specifically, African American students moving 
to the post-secondary level will need to develop both their individual capacity and 
their resource support systems.  In sum, African American high school students need 
to be provided with opportunities to develop their social and cultural capital, as “high 
school is the pivotal institution that lays the foundation for adult participation in the 
global economy and American civil society” (Martinez & Klopott, 2005, p. 3).  
Statement of the Problem 
Over the past two decades, underperformance of African American students in 
general curriculum programs has been the underlying focus of much educational 
research and secondary reform efforts (Hrabowski, Maton, & Grief, 1998; 
Joselowsky, 2007; Martinez & Klopott, 2005). This discrepancy has been thoroughly 
described in literature by researchers on achievement gaps (Barton & Coley, 2009; 
Billig, Jaime, Abrams, Fitzpatrick, & Kendrick, 2005; Burris &Welner, 2005). Less 
understood are the expectations that academically successful African American high 
school students hold for themselves and their perceptions of who and what influences 
their individual capacities to experience success.  
Underrepresentation of minorities is another area of educational disparity 
related to college readiness, evidenced in the research describing minority 
participation in gifted and accelerated programs (Bonner, 2003; Bozick, Ingels, & 
Owings, 2008). However, what is less clear in the research are the expectations held 
by African American students who are well prepared for college and their perceptions 
of their social and cultural support systems, such as those provided through 
accelerated learning programs. Further evidence presented in the literature offers the 
influence of peers, family members, teachers, and significant others as important 
factors contributing to the success of these students (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; 
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Somers, Owens, & Piliawsky, 2008; Thomas, 2000; Tyler & Boelter, 2008). 
However, the literature does not seem to address how successful African American 
high school students view their responsibility for college readiness in sustaining their 
academic progress or the ways significant others contribute to the formulation of their 
future aspirations in accordance with President Obama’s challenge to teachers and 
parents. 
At the end of the day, we can have the most dedicated teachers, the most 
supportive parents, the best schools in the world—and none of it will make a 
difference, none of it will matter unless each student fulfills his or her roles 
[and responsibilities], shows up to school, pays attention to the teachers, 
listens to the parents/guardians and [takes ownership by putting] in the hard 
work it takes to succeed. (Obama, 2009, para.10)   
In many ways, the overall challenge that President Obama presented to all 
students of the 21st century could be viewed as part of the basic expectations of any 
formal schooling context.  Therefore, redirecting some of the ownership and 
accountability of education to students at the K-12 level is an approach worth noting 
by education reformers, as it has conventionally been reserved for private and 
parochial schools, charter schools, and post-secondary programs.  However, it is also 
important to note that learning in the school context is both an individual and shared 
experience, where student ownership is not expected to transpire as an outcome of 
disconnected or isolated practices (Bandura, 1997).  Secondary students do not 
operate in a vacuum, as their individual ownership or capacity is both shaped by and 
contributes to their larger environment, including their home, school, and community. 
Diverse cultural and social experiences shared in secondary school environments can 
help shape personal interactions among peers and adults and influence the readiness 
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of minority students to achieve their desired outcomes across varied contexts (Bartee 
& Brown II). 
According to Bartee and Brown II (2007), “the availability and accessibility of 
[student] resources [from their home, school, and community] influences the success 
level at which their learning is experienced” (p.1).  African American students who 
experience success are also expected to “develop the know-hows or the different types 
of capital needed in order to navigate through the educational system” (Bartee & 
Brown II, p.1).  Nevertheless, as America’s world status appears threatened with 
challenges similar to those associated with the Sputnik era (Hawley & Rollie, 2007), 
there is a shift toward increased student ownership at the K-12 level, as noted 
throughout the literature on secondary education reform (Barell, 1985; Costa, 1991; 
Goodlad, 1984; McCombs & Marzano, 1990; NCREL, 2002; Reeves, 2008; Sizer, 
1996; Wiggins, 1993).  Guided by global economic, social, and cultural demands and 
technological advancements in the 21st century, African American students must be 
supported in building on their resources. While access is an important initial phase of 
readiness, African American students would benefit from learning to channel these 
resources in a way that allows them to experience continued academic success 
through college and to be prepared to maximize their future economic opportunities 
beyond the post-secondary level (Bartee & Brown II, 2007).      
At this early stage of the 21st century, in an America whose population and 
economy is becoming more diverse and global, some reports on African American 
progress in secondary education continue to focus overwhelmingly on persistent 
achievement gaps, dropout rates, underperformance, and underachievement (National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2007; NCREL, 2005). In order for America to be 
more internationally competitive, basic knowledge and skills needed for the 21st 
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century will require most students, notably underrepresented African American 
students, to be prepared to extend their education beyond a high school diploma 
(Diplomas Count, 2009; US Department of Education, 2010).  
Literature on closing the achievement gaps indicates that measures devised to 
address the academic disparities at the secondary level include reading and math 
intervention through curriculum coaching, highly qualified teacher standards, 
increased standards for instructional leadership, and community outreach through 
mentoring (Borman & Dorn, 2007; Florida Department of Education, 2010; 
Hrabowski et al., 2002).  NCLB (2001) legislation raised awareness of the 
achievement gaps, but disproportionately invested in elementary schools, 
systematically ignoring support at the secondary level (U.S. Department of Education, 
2010a).  High school reform in the 21st century could be introduced as an about-face 
maneuver, focusing dollars on the outcomes expected (U.S. Department of Education, 
2010b), whereby states continue to engage in a process of developing common 
standards that go beyond high school readiness, specifying what all students need to 
learn in earlier grades in order to successfully advance to college or succeed in an 
internationally competitive career (Pinkus, 2009).  
The path to higher education readiness can in large part be traced to exposure 
to higher level math courses during middle school years (Wimberly & Noeth, 2005).  
As presented in the literature, opportunities to experience higher level courses at the 
middle school are not afforded minority students at the same rates as their White peers 
and are not taken advantage of by some high performing minority students, most 
notably African Americans (Wang & Goldschmidt, 2003).  Further, 
underrepresentation of some minorities in gifted and advanced programs such as IB or 
AICE is well documented throughout the literature (Bonner, 2003; Hrabowski et al., 
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2002; Mayer, 2008; Morris, 2008; Oaks, 1990; Pfeiffer & Jarosewich, 2007; Pfeiffer, 
Petscher, & Kumtepe, 2008; Serwatka, Deering, & Stoddard, 1989).  Gaps or 
discrepancies related to minority experiences in advanced math in the middle school 
environment has been raised as part of Florida’s Middle School Reform (Florida 
Department of Education, 2006) and as part of the high school reform efforts with a 
specific goal of increasing the number of minorities taking AP courses or international 
academic programs, including IB or AICE, as part of their high school experience 
(Florida Department of Education, 2009).   In the midst of these well-documented 
institutional imbalances, Daggett’s (2008) research on model high schools revealed 
that the real gap or inequity that seems to be putting the nation at risk in the 21st 
century is more likely a cultural diversity gap, perhaps manifested through internal as 
well as external gaps in expectations and opportunities in the academic preparedness 
and success of minority students (Achieve, 2009).   
The concept of internal and external academic gaps in expectations of African 
American high school students can be relayed best through the experiences shared by 
members of the Little Rock Nine.  In reflection, Minnijean Brown-Trickey spoke of 
institutional imbalances and inequalities she experienced during the early days of 
integration into Central High School in Little Rock (Little Rock Central, 2007). In 
time, she found that the support of her family helped her to overcome inner thoughts 
of academic inferiority to her White peers and to prevail over systematic roadblocks 
(Little Rock Central, 2007). 
Self-concept and self-efficacy have been shown throughout the literature to 
impact the academic motivation, expectations, and outcomes of successful African 
American high school students, factors that are also presented as contributing to their 
home and school experiences (Bandura, 1986, 1997; Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 
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1998; Schunk & Miller, 2002; Urban & Pajaras, 2006; Wigfield & Tonks, 2002).  
While the reflections of the Little Rock Nine on their experiences revealed what is 
possible in the face of incredible barriers (Fitzgerald, 2007; Poe & Lindner, 2009; 
Walker, 2009;), today’s increasing academic demands are creating new challenges 
and opportunities for African American students who endeavor to balance 
irregularities of the playing field in the 21st century. Education as a cornerstone of 
equal opportunity has different meanings for different people. While standards are set 
and measured according to state guidelines, student personal and academic readiness 
are influenced by family, peers, the community, and the school (Elliott & Dweck, 
2005). These resources influence the individual capacity of the student and the forms 
of capital within the school community that can provide the support African American 
students will need in order to be prepared to maximize opportunities to reaching their 
goals throughout life (Bartee & Brown, 2007). 
In his research on effective schools, Goodlad (1984) warned of disconnects in 
the learning process and the school environment. Goodlad’s observations suggested 
that a curriculum that did not reflect the real world of the students being served did 
not contain the levels of expectations or opportunities that would be far-reaching 
enough to impact academic underachievement or the achievement gaps of minorities.  
Further, Darling-Hammond, French, and Garcia-Lopez (2002) suggested that students 
have a better chance to be academically successful when they can make connections 
between the concepts presented in their formal learning environments and their life 
experiences.  Learning is presented here not as a separate entity from the student or 
the person, but as an extension of the student who is engaged in successful academic 
learning experiences. While Daggett (2008) indicates that providing opportunities for 
minorities to experience high academic achievement begins with a curriculum that is 
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relevant and rigorous, it is the relationship component that helps students experience 
success.   According to Maslow’s (1962) description of the basic needs of 
individuals’, human relationships are a significant part of belongingness and 
connectedness to their world, which includes the need for love and acceptance by 
family, friends, and significant others. African American students experiencing 
success, work to fulfill their social needs through developing relationships in the 
family, the church, the school, and their community.  
Purpose of the Study 
The main objective of this study of the perceptions of successful African 
American high school students in varied accelerated learning programs was to provide 
an expanded understanding to the field of secondary education. Underperformance 
and underrepresentation in accelerated and more challenging academic environments 
among African American students in secondary education are well documented 
throughout the literature. Much of the previous research has focused on the 
achievement gaps and low performance among African American students at the 
secondary level. This study was designed to focus on how African American students 
operate within the contexts of academically challenging programs and understand 
their academic success and beyond high school readiness experiences.  
Academic success still requires determination and skill, both of which are 
necessary to ensure that students are more aware of their thinking and able to employ 
self-regulated learning strategies that direct their motivation toward valuable goals 
(Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001).  As Lave and Wagner (1991) suggested, learning is 
considered a vital part of a person’s narrative story, woven into the fabric of each 
individual student’s self-concept and overall identity. The way that African American 
and Black students experience success varies by the individual, and this study was 
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intended to find key contributors to their success, including influences that were 
common, as well as those that differed across the participants. Each student’s 
perspective on their experiences of success provided insight that addressed the 
following purposes of the study; (a) to gain a deeper understanding of the factors 
influencing African American students academic success in accelerated learning 
programs; (b) to gain a deeper understanding of factors influencing the development 
of ethnic identity awareness among African American high school students in 
accelerated learning programs, and (c) to explore the perceptions of factors that 
influence the formulation of their expectations of beyond high school, college, and 
work life.  
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Theoretical Framework and Research Questions 
The comprehensive theoretical framework presented in Figure 1 above is 
described in this section along with the four guiding research question. Bandura’s 
Social Cognitive Theory is a multi-level theory that defines people/student’s as agents 
of their own development, who formulate their self-beliefs through an integrated 
process of personal agency, proxy agency, and collective agency (Bandura, 1986, 
1989, 1991, & 1997.)  
Identity Development Theory – beliefs, ideals, and values that help shape and 
guide a person's behavior. The formation of identity is something that begins in 
childhood and becomes particularly important during adolescence, but it is a process 
that continues throughout life. (Erikson, 1968; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990), 
Marcia, 1980, Eccles, 2009).  
Maslow’s Motivational Theory, presented a hierarchy of human needs 
describing a process of human development that characterizes the potential of an 
individual’s readiness to move from deficiency or basic needs and transcend to a level 
of self-fulfillment or self-actualized needs. African American students seeking to 
grow to their fullest potential in the 21st Century, while working toward self-
actualization, could benefit from collaborative supports focused on balancing their 
academic, personal, and socio-cultural experiences of success throughout the process 
of preparing for life beyond high school.  
Human Motivational Theory – all people have motivational drives that are 
learned from their culture and life experiences, which includes the need for 
achievement, affiliation, and power (Maslow, Hierarchy of Needs- 1968, 
McClelland’s Acquired Needs -1978 & 1987) 
Aspirations - Uwah, C. J., McMahon, H. G., & Furlow, C. F. (2008)  
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Resiliency Theory – educational resilience factors can influence the success of 
student’s in school, specifically a student’s sense of purpose, problem solving skills, 
autonomy, and social competence (Bonnie Benard, 1993, Gordon & Song, 1994, 
Masten, Best, and Garmezy, 1990) 
Bonnie Bernard’s Fostering Resiliency in Kids (1991) focused on healthy 
youth development within the school environment. She reminded us that students’ 
environments contribute to their growth and development. Growth and development 
is not just about academics, as students also work to develop skills in interacting or 
networking with peers and adults at home, in school, and in their community. While 
the theory of resilience was mostly associated with overcoming obstacles and 
adversity, in her recent work Bernard (2009) challenges educators to find ways to 
move away from the traditional resiliency research to focus on youth development 
practice and school connectedness.  Understanding that students have ‘resiliency 
capacities’ can influence how schooling is designed to provide the support and 
structure needed to help minority students’ access and maximize their individual and 
collective resources or capital.   High school students journeying through the process 
of beyond high school readiness are working to formulate their future aspirations, 
developing toward their lifetime potentials, including maximizing their educational, 
economic, familial, political, social, and cultural opportunities. 
The theoretical frames of agency, identity, motivation, and resiliency formed a 
comprehensive schematic for studying African American high school students’ self-
perceptions of their experiences of success. Aligning with Bem’s extension of 
behavioral Theory of Self-Perception, these socio-cultural frames also support the 
general concept that “individual’s develop their self-perceptions from self-
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observations of their behaviors, including their attitudes, emotions, and values” (1972, 
p.2).  
The abundance of education literature characterizing the experiences of 
African American high school students has focused primarily on achievement gaps.  
However, formal education that is designed to acculturate a people, guide their 
thinking, and shape their behaviors (Pai &Adler, 1997) is not accurately portrayed 
when presented largely from the perspective of standardized testing and minimal 
GPAs.  As educational and global economic, social, and cultural demands increase, 
successful African American students will need to be prepared to build multiple forms 
of capital in order to meet their aspirations.  
This study examined African American students’ perceptions of their success, 
including their academic self-efficacy, development of their ethnic identity, and their 
future aspirations. In contrast to the abundance of literature addressing student 
underperformance, underrepresentation, and achievement gaps between African 
American high school students and their White peers (National Center for Educational 
Statistics, 2007), this study focused on the less-studied experiences of successful 
African American high school students.  To examine the educational experiences of 
successful African American high school students, this study employs a multiple case 
study design, in seeking to provide a comprehensive view of the underlying 
perceptions of success among students whose experiences range across varied 
accelerated learning contexts.  
The following questions guided this study: 
1. How do successful African American high school students perceive their self-
efficacy?  
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a. What, if any, connections do they make between their self-efficacy and 
perceptions of beyond high school readiness? 
2. How do successful African American high school students perceive their 
ethnic identity? 
a. What, if any, connections do they make between their ethnic identity 
and their academic success? 
3. How do successful African American high school students perceive their 
school as a community? 
a. What, if any, connections do they make between their school as a 
community and their academic success?  
4. To what or whom do successful African American high school students 
attribute the formulation of their aspirations beyond high school?  
Definition of Terms 
 Definitions of the terms used in this research study provide a common 
understanding of the concepts presented throughout this study.   
Academic Achievement  
 Academic achievement at the secondary level is defined in terms of 
measurable indicators including GPAs, standardized test scores, college entrance 
exams, and performance levels in math, reading, writing and science (Florida 
Department of Education, 2011b).   
Academic Success 
 Academic success at the secondary level is defined in terms of indicators 
including attendance, GPAs, test scores, extracurricular participation, discipline / 
behavior, youth leadership involvement, rewards and recognitions, and community 
service (Florida Department of Education, 2009).  
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Adolescent Identity Formation  
Adolescence is a period focused on identity formation (Erikson, 1968).  Identity refers 
to the broad sense of who one is, inclusive of one’s self-concept and perception 
(Erikson, 1968; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990).  Identity formation is a process 
whereby adolescents negotiate a series of developmental tasks, exploring 
opportunities and different roles and ultimately seeking to formulate a coherent sense 
of self (Marcia, 1980, p.160).  
Beyond High School Readiness 
National leaders and education policy community members acknowledge that 
public high school students, particularly poor and minority students, are not 
being adequately prepared for college, careers, and life in the 21st century 
global economy and have embraced the idea that the education system must 
establish college and career readiness as the goal for all students. Fortunately, 
a number of high school performance indicators have emerged as being 
predictive of high school graduation and college and career readiness or 
preparedness. Those factors include attendance, course success, on-track-to-
graduation status, course-taking patterns, success on college and career-ready 
assessments, postsecondary success rates, and school climate (Conley, 2007, 
Introduction, pg. 5). 
College Readiness 
ACT (2011) defined college readiness as students who have developed the 
knowledge, skills, and behaviors to successfully complete college courses without 
remediation. College readiness is also measured by a rigorous high school curriculum, 
which could also include college prep courses whereby a student earns a 3 or higher 
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on the relative exams. Another measure is the student’s GPA matched with a 
combination reading and math SAT or composite ACT score.  
Cultural Capital  
Bourdieu (1986) defined cultural capital as the cultural habits that people form and 
use at home and school that allow them to gain advantages including academic, 
social, and economic capital or profits. The concept of cultural capital describes habits 
and dispositions of individuals, groups, or systems.  
Ethnic Identity 
Phinney (1996) defined ethnic identity as a fundamental aspect of the self that is 
related to one’s sense of belonging and commitment to an ethnic group, and the part 
of one’s thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behavior that is associated with ethnic 
group membership.  
Self-Efficacy  
Bandura (1989) claimed that “among the mechanisms of personal agency, none is 
more central or pervasive than people’s beliefs about their capabilities to exercise 
control over events that affect their lives” (p. 1175). Self-efficacy has been defined as 
“belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to 
produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 2). These perceptions of self-
capabilities or self-efficacy have been identified as key factors affecting thought 
patterns and performance in a wide variety of tasks (Bandura, 1989). Self-efficacy 
perceptions influence choice of activity, task perseverance, level of effort expended, 
and ultimately, degree of success achieved (Bandura, 1997).  
Social Capital 
Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources 
which are linked to possessions of a durable network of more or less 
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institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition – 
or in other words – to membership in a group - which provides each of 
its members with the backing of the collectively owned capital … 
which entitles them to credit in the various senses of the word” 
(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248).  
There are different forms or structures of social capital, whereby personal or business 
relationships are formulated in terms of academic, cultural, and economic resources 
(Coleman, 1989).  
Student Success at the High School Level 
Florida offers five high school graduation diploma options including a four-year 24-
credit program, an IB curriculum, an AICE curriculum, and a three-year, 18-credit 
career preparatory program.  All students, regardless of graduation program, must still 
earn a minimum 2.0 grade point average (GPA) on a 4.0 scale and pass the FCAT and 
the required end-of-course (EOC) assessments (Florida Department of Education, 
2010a). Student success extends beyond academics to the life skills of self-regulated 
behaviors. Success is also guided by self-concepts, beliefs, character, expectations, 
and internal and external values, goals, culture, socio-cultural capital, and passion.  
Successful High School Students  
According to the Florida Department of Education (2011), students have five 
graduation options, including 24 Credit Program with a minimum 2.0 GPA, 18 Credit 
College Preparatory Program with a minimum 3.5 GPA, or 18 Credit Career 
Preparatory Program with a minimum 3.0 GPA. Students in each program must have 
passing scores on their FCAT or concordant assessment.   Also, according to ACT 
(2011), successful high school students will be college and career ready and prepared 
with the knowledge and skills to participate in society as informed citizens.   
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Significance of the Study 
Consistent with concerns raised during the Civil Rights Movement of 1964, 
the literature on minority student experiences in schools in the late 1900s was largely 
focused on gaps related to racial and cultural differences. During the 1960s and 1970s 
life was turbulent for Black students who were being integrated with White students 
of a different culture.  These differences manifested into a type of rejection both 
across and within cultures. This study follows the method by which demographic data 
and studies on race and ethnicity were reported in the 1900s in using the terms 
African American and Black interchangeably. Toward the end of the 1900’s and early 
2000’s, the term Black was largely replaced, by the term African American. In the US 
Census data reporting, a person having origins in any Black racial group in groups of 
Africa are reported as Black, African American, or Negro, considering all reporting 
periods from the beginning of the census reporting. Black populations from the  
Further, race and ethnicity are among charted demographics that are used to 
understand American society.  Equal access to education was at the heart of 
America’s “war on poverty” throughout the 20th century, differences among students 
continued to be perpetuated through the imbalances in the distribution of educational 
resources (U.S. Department of Education, 2010b). The most recent education reform 
efforts provide varied educational options for secondary students in the 21st century, 
including traditional, virtual, and blended learning opportunities (Florida Department 
of Education, 2009). These efforts may have been designed to help African American 
students and other minorities overcome society’s economic, social, or cultural 
barriers; however, schools will also need to provide African American students with 
learning experiences in developing the resources or capital necessary to successfully 
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maneuver around obstacles and deal with adversity in college and work situations 
(Toldson, Braithwaite, & Rentie, 2009; Wiggan, 2008).  
The present study identified some of the pressures successful African 
American high school students may endure as they balance their lives between two 
cultures. In much the same way, minority students currently enrolled in programs that 
are designed to promote college readiness, including IB or AICE, are in a position to 
provide valuable insight regarding the types of resources necessary to address 
imbalances that result in opportunity gaps, while minimizing cultural and expectation 
gaps. As research is still lacking in this area, revealing the lived experiences of 
successful minority students could be a fundamental missing link that may impact the 
readiness of minority students to maximize their future social and economic 
opportunities. This study was designed to contribute to extend understanding of 
experiences of academic success among African American high school students in 
accelerated learning environments in relation to college readiness in the 21st century. 
The study was also designed to contribute to the education literature in the area of 
preparedness of minority students for increased access and successful participation in 
accelerated learning courses, programs, and cultures. A further contribution of the 
study was to challenge educators of the 21st century to seek ways to extend the focus 
of educational progress beyond the restrictive deficit approaches to understanding 
minority success, and work to increase the focus on success factors related to positive 
and effective adolescent development and school neighborhood connectedness 
practices (Bonnie Bernard, 2009).  
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Limitations and Delimitations 
This study included some limitations. This study was conducted in high 
schools located within the Northeast Florida Region, which is a geographical 
limitation. Based on the purposive sampling procedure used in the study, the 
participants are not representative of the entire Black or African American population 
or other student groups in an accelerated learning environment or the entire high 
school. The study was designed to include eight to twelve participants and does not 
lend itself to generalizing beyond the participants, though transferability was 
addressed in the reporting stage of the study (Creswell, 2007) in terms of further 
questions and possible future implications related to the findings. Purposive sampling 
was conducted as the population was selected because their perspectives could 
produce the most valuable data regarding their experiences, focusing on the quality of 
data (Yin, 2007). 
Chapter Summary and Organization of the Study 
The theoretical perspectives that are presented in the literature have focused 
largely on racial and cultural barriers and achievement gaps. These restrictive 
approaches were based largely on a negative or deficiency frame including academic 
underperformance among minority students and underrepresentation of African 
American high school students, which leads to achievement gaps. This study 
employed a thematic approach as a way of capturing a more complete picture of how 
African American secondary students experience and interpret success in a high 
school environment. For example, Joselowsky (2007), while studying adolescents as 
important resources in secondary school environments, suggested that an essential 
aspect of academic success is related to situations where students were motivated and 
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took more responsibility for their own learning (p. 259).  Specifically, scant research 
has been formulated from the authentic perspectives of high-achieving African 
American students concerning the influence of accelerated educational opportunities, 
ethnic identity development, and academic self-efficacy.  This study presented an 
opportunity to support secondary education reform through the voices of those who 
are most affected by the schooling process.  During the early part of the 21st century, 
educators who expect African American students to be ready for life after high school 
can no longer avoid the need to support diversity as central to the school climate and 
culture.  
This study was designed to add to the literature on student success and post-
secondary readiness by providing the perspectives of high-achieving African 
American high school students. A qualitative case study methodology was used to 
help ascertain pertinent themes. In-depth interviewing allowed for the analysis of 
possible key influences that support successful Black students and their efforts to 
fulfill academic and social aspirations. 
The following chapter reviews relevant literature on student success and, more 
particularly, academic success and college and career readiness among African 
American high school students. 
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Chapter 2 
Review of Related Literature 
Introduction 
This chapter begins with an introduction to education as a civil right followed 
by an overview of secondary education reform efforts and standards and 
accountability measures. The perspective that education functions as a catalyst for the 
21st Century Civil Rights Movement is by no means a new phenomenon, as described 
in the Overview of the Federal Role in Education (U.S. Department of Education 
Home Page, 2011). Civil rights as we know it today challenges educators to help 
ensure that all students, especially underrepresented minorities, are prepared to 
participate in global economic, political, social, and civil life without oppression or 
discrimination (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights, 2011).  
Through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), federal funding, 
including the most recent “Race to the Top” federal grant dollars, continues to be 
allocated to states to ensure equal access to education, emphasizing both high 
standards and accountability (U.S. Department of Education, 2010a). The No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 was designed to both raise overall student 
achievement and close perpetual achievement gaps between African Americans and 
their White peers. NCLB adopted ambitious goals of improving the academic 
performance of all students, offering parents more choices for their children’s 
education, and staffing the nation’s schools with highly qualified teachers (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2010a). States such as Florida, which have led the nation in 
assessment and accountability for many decades, extended reform goals through 
stringent measures implemented under the adequate yearly progress provision of 
NCLB. However, both Darling-Hammond (2006) and Fleischman and Heppen (2009) 
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recognized that successful secondary school reform has continued to present a 
formidable challenge for educators, especially as it relates to minorities, and 
particularly African American students. In a report on minority high achievement 
entitled “Reaching the Top”, the College Board (1999) indicated that “until many 
more minority students from disadvantaged, middle class, and upper class 
circumstances are successful educationally, it will be virtually impossible to integrate 
our society’s institutions completely” (College Board, p. 2). 
This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section describes secondary 
measures of academic success among high school students, highlighting the progress 
of and gaps among minority students. Varied secondary education measures of 
academic standards and proficiency at the state, national, and international levels are 
also reviewed in this section. The second section addresses equitable educational 
opportunities, including views on opportunity gaps, expectations gaps, and cultural 
diversity gaps that could be contributing to the perpetual academic achievement gaps 
between African American students and their White peers. The third section focuses 
on adolescent identity development and the process of adjustment that African 
American students can experience while dealing with ethnic and racial identity 
development.  Finally, the fourth section explores academic self-efficacy experienced 
among African American high school students and the limited available research on 
the topic of possible key contributors to the success of African American high school 
students in accelerated learning environments.  
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Secondary Education Measures of Success 
Formal education that is designed to acculturate a people, guide their thinking, 
and shape their behaviors in some ways has been restricted to expectations and 
understandings of all students based on standardized testing and minimum GPA 
graduation requirements (Florida Department of Education, 2010a; Pai & Adler, 
1997; Pai, Adler, & Shadiow, 2006). However, under the most recent secondary 
education reform efforts, NCLB (2001) and “Race to the Top” (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2009), student success is evolving to include national measures of college 
and career readiness, as shown below in Table 1. College readiness indicators refer to 
a list of courses or the curriculum and assessments, but student success goes beyond 
the classroom.  Student success is influenced by the readiness of the student to make 
connections and find ways to belong among diverse groups and across varied 
contexts, which is descriptive of college and work environments. High school 
students who engage in different educational experiences and develop their ability to 
perform in different social and cultural contexts are likely to be more prepared to 
positively influence their peers and their situations (Bartee & Brown, 2007). The 
students’ ability to affect relationships or networking groups within and outside their 
school environment also constitutes an important resource that can influence their 
academic and social experiences (Franklin, 2004).   
Current research continues to highlight an accountability system that focuses 
on the high school graduate sustaining a level of proficiency throughout his or her 
first year of college as an important indicator of readiness (Table 1). Also, increasing 
numbers of states are tracking student data on college readiness indicators, showing 
both that States see the importance of such data in judging school quality and that 
 
 
25 
they have already laid the groundwork for including such indicators in public 
reporting and accountability systems (U.S. Department of Education, 2010b).  
Table 1 
Number of States Adopting College Readiness Indicators 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Readiness Indicator  Number of states  
    adopting readiness indicator 
__________________________________________________________________ 
AP course-taking                 31  
Dual credit courses       25   
Percentage of high school graduates     21 
who go to college         
College remediation rates of      32 
public high school graduates        
College GPA, credit attainment,     14 
or other academic indicators for students  
from individual high schools  
SAT, ACT, or AP scores      9   
Year-one college retention rates     9  
__________________________________________________________________ 
Note: Adapted from “College and Career Ready Standards and Assessments”, U.S. 
Department of Education, 2010b. 
Learning expectations are presented in the form of curriculum standards at the 
state level, while accountability includes the measures of testing that follow. Both 
factors are a reaction to fluctuating broad-scale demands of society. These changes 
can be seen in the curriculum standards and accountability measures recently adopted 
by the State of Florida (Florida Department of Education, 2010b). Aligned with the 
national scope of college and career readiness, the most comprehensive graduation 
requirements presented to date in Florida, slated for the Class of 2017, include the 
implementation of assessment measures in the form of End of Course (EOC) exams.  
As presented in Table 2 below, EOC exams will be in the areas of biology, algebra 1, 
and geometry. One main difference between the FCAT and the EOC tests is that all 
EOC exams are computer-based. Also, EOC exams, which are taken at the end of the 
respective courses, will be counted as 30% of the student’s grade for the each course.  
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Table 2 
Florida High School Graduation Requirements for the graduating class of 2017 
__________________________________________________________________ 
• Grade 10 FCAT Reading: requires a score of Level 3 or higher* 
• Pass Algebra 1 course and earn a passing score on the EOC** 
• Pass Algebra 2 course  
• Pass Geometry course and earn a passing score on the EOC** 
• Pass Biology course and earn a passing score on the EOC** 
• Pass Chemistry or Physics course  
• Pass another science course that is equally rigorous to chemistry or physics 
* A Level 3 score does not necessarily remain the same from year to year. The score 
required to earn a Level 3 on the 10th grade FCAT Reading test will be announced 
each year by the Florida Department of Education. 
** These EOCs are currently being developed by the state and will be field tested and 
implemented in upcoming years.  
  
The passing score on the EOC tests will be established and announced at a later date 
by the Florida Department of Education.  
__________________________________________________________________ 
Note: Adapted from “Florida’s Guide to Public High School Graduation: For Students 
Entering Ninth Grade in 2010-2011” (Florida Department of Education, 2010b). 
 
According to the Florida Department of Education, End of Course (EOC) 
assessments will be very different from the FCAT. Students will participate in these 
assessments on the computer at the conclusion of the specified high school courses. 
EOC requirements may be waived for some exceptional student education (ESE) 
students. The Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), which measures 
student success according to the Sunshine State Standards, includes assessments in 
mathematics (grade 10 and retake), science (grades 5, 8, and 11), and writing (grades 
4, 8, and 10) in the 2010-2011 school year.  The Florida End of Course (EOC) 
Assessments, set to be phased in by the year 2014, are computer-based tests designed 
to measure student achievement of the Next Generation Sunshine State Standards for 
specific middle- and high-school level courses including algebra, biology, geometry, 
U.S. history and civics (Florida Department of Education, 2010a). 
While Florida is in the very early stages of implementing the above extended 
academic measures, the effects of the increased academic demands on African 
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American students is clearly an area that will need researching in the future. However, 
at this point, all students will be held to the expanding graduation requirements as 
they are implemented over the next few years. Notably, literature has shown that 
African American students made academic gains in reading and math from 1990 to 
2007, but those same reports highlight the perpetual academic achievement gaps that 
have continued to exist between Black students and their White peers (U.S. 
Department of Education, Institute of Educational Sciences, 2009). The Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), originally developed in 1965, was designed to 
address such educational inequity, whereby the federal funding for education 
continues to be allocated to states to ensure equal access to education, currently 
emphasizing both high standards and accountability. ESEA is the major federal statute 
governing public education in states and districts and was last reauthorized in 2002 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  
State and National Assessments  
 Learning is the result of both individual and shared experiences, just as 
academic success is derived from individual and collaborative learning opportunities 
(Murphy & Alexander, 2006).  Increasingly, student academic success is determined 
by the levels of proficiency or individual performance based on benchmarked 
curriculum standards in the areas of reading, writing, math, and science. The 
measurement or accountability of student learning takes place largely at the classroom 
and school levels.  However, the extended measurement of student academic 
achievement occurs annually at the state level, such as the Florida’s Comprehensive 
Assessment Test (FCAT) (Florida Department of Education, 2011a). On the national 
level the academic performance of secondary students is measured through 
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assessments such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and 
college entrance assessments including the American College Testing (ACT) and the 
Standardized Assessment Test (SAT) (U.S. Department of Education, Institute of 
Educational Sciences, 2009). Further comparative academic trends are also measured 
on an international level through the Trends International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS) and the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), as well 
as IB and AICE program assessments (National Center for Educational Statistics, 
Institute of Educational Sciences, 2009).  
According to the Report on the Condition of College and Career Readiness 
(ACT, 2011), between 2007– 2011 the percentage of high school graduates meeting 
ACT college readiness benchmarks in all four subject areas – English, reading, math, 
and science – increased from 23 to 25 percent (ACT, 2011, p. 2). African American 
students were shown to be least likely to meet the benchmarks, with only 4% meeting 
the standards in all four areas. Fifty percent of Asian and White students met 
benchmarks in three of the four areas, while at least half of African American and 
Hispanic students met none of the benchmarks (ACT, 2011, p. 5). 
Under the NCLB Act of 2001, each state was required to establish Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP) benchmark levels to meet the national educational goal of 
100% of all students performing on grade level in reading and mathematics by the 
year 2014. Florida’s AYP benchmark levels representing the last seven years covered 
under the law, 2007-2014, are presented below in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
 
Florida’s Adequate Yearly Progress Benchmarks (Update to/add-  AMO’s) 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Assessment Year Reading Mathematics 
______________________ 
2007-2009 
___________________ 
58 
___________________ 
                  62 
2008-2009 65 68 
2009-2010 72 74 
2010-2012 79 80 
2011-2012 86 86 
2012-2013 93 93 
2013-2014 100 100 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Adapted from “Guide to Calculating AYP”, Florida Department of 
Education, 2011c. 
 
As the AYP benchmarks increase toward the goal of 100%, Florida’s high 
school student progress toward proficiency in reading has consistently declined, from 
83% in 2004 to only 56% of reading criteria met in 2010 (Florida Department of 
Education, 2011c). The data indicated that White, Asian, American Indian, and 
Hispanic subgroups met the AYP criteria from 2004 to 2010. The achievement gaps 
evidenced through the data also showed that the Black, English Language Learners 
(ELL), Students with Disabilities (SWD), and Economically Disadvantaged (ED) 
subgroups consistently did not meet AYP criteria from 2004 to 2010. Notably, at the 
high school level, Florida’s 2011 AYP data indicated that no subgroups met the 
NCLB AYP benchmarks. The data also showed that the percentage of the Black and 
Students with Disability subgroups performing below grade level in both reading and 
math continues to be above 50%. 
At the national level, the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) measures fourth, eighth, and twelfth grade students’ performance in 
mathematics and science, among other subjects, with assessments designed 
specifically for national and state information needs. In 2007 the mathematics scores 
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for both Black and White public school students in grades four and eight nationwide, 
as measured by the NAEP assessments, were higher than in any previous assessment, 
going back to 1990 (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). For grade eight, reading 
scores for both Black and White students were higher in 2007 than in the first reading 
assessment year, 1992, as well as the most recent previous assessment year, 2005. 
However, Black students scored lower on average on all assessments. While the 
nationwide gaps in 2007 were narrower than in previous assessments in mathematics 
and in reading. On a 0 – 500 scale, Black students scored at least 26 points lower than 
their White peers in each subject. Similarly, 2009 data from NAEP’s grade 12 science 
assessment showed a score gap of 34 points. White students’ average score was 159 
and Black students’ average score was 125. Notably, in the area of science, the 
percentage of students scoring at the proficiency levels or above average performance 
was approximately seven times higher among White students than among their Black 
peers. Similar proficiency-type testing continues at the international level.    
International Academic Trends 
On an international scale the Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) measures the performance of 15-year-olds in reading literacy, mathematics 
literacy, and science literacy. Because the makeup of racial and ethnic groups varies 
by country, it does not compare the performance of all students in individual countries 
by race/ethnicity.  However, according to the PISA report (Fleishman, Hopstock, 
Pelczar, & Shelley, 2010), the average scores of White (non-Hispanic) students, Asian 
(non-Hispanic) students, and students who reported two or more races (525, 541, and 
502, respectively) were within the PISA’s Level 1 proficiency level, defined as a 
score greater than 480 and less than or equal to 553. The average scores of Black 
(non-Hispanic) and Hispanic students were 441 and 466 respectively, in the range of 
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PISA’s proficiency Level 2, defined as a score of greater than 407 and less than or 
equal to 480. These findings describe average performance and do not describe 
variation within the subgroups. 
Further, the 2007 Trends International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS), which was the fourth administration of this international comparison since 
the 1995 initial administration, focused on the performance of U.S. students relative 
to their peers in other countries and on changes in mathematics and science 
achievement (Gonzales et al., 2008). This report also described additional details 
about achievement within the United States, such as trends in student achievement by 
sex, race/ethnicity, and enrollment in schools with different levels of poverty.  
TIMSS results showed that at grade eight, U.S. White and Asian students 
scored higher, on average, than both the TIMSS scale average and the U.S. 
national average in mathematics. On the other hand, U.S. Black and Hispanic 
eighth-graders scored lower, on average, than the TIMSS scale average and 
U.S. national average. Trends in eighth grade mathematics scores showed an 
increase in the average scores among Black students, from 419 points in 1995 
to 457 points in 2007 However, the 2009 TIMSS 8th Grade Mathematics 
scores showed the U.S. average at 508 and TIMSS scale average at 500. 
Specifically, White students averaged 533, compared to an average of 457 for 
Black students and 475 for Hispanic students. Similarly, the 2009 TIMSS 8th 
Grade Science scores showed a U.S. average of 539 and TIMSS scale average 
of 500. This time White students averaged 567, Black students averaged 488, 
and Hispanic students averaged 502 (Gonzales et al., 2008, p. 29).  
The “Nation’s Report Card,” which is developed annually by the National 
Center for Educational Statistics (NCES), can be used to help understand academic 
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achievement gaps in the United States (2011). An achievement gap means that there is 
a statistically significant difference, which is larger than the margin of error, in scores 
between student groups. State FCAT data, national data from NAEP, and international 
data from TIMSS and PISA can be used to identify gaps and report on trends over 
time but cannot explain why gaps exist or why they change (NCES, 2011). In 
developing this study, it is important to consider these measures of student 
performance across the core curriculum areas. However, the study will be designed to 
help identify or clarify some of the possible contributors to differences in student 
performance, which are not presented in the results of the varied assessments.  
Beyond the state, national and international assessments presented above, 
other important national level assessments that also show academic gaps between 
African American students and their White peers are college entrance exams (ACT, 
2011). SAT and ACT scores are used as a means for colleges to determine which 
students are likely to meet with academic success or earn a grade of B or higher in 
their college courses (ACT, 2010a).  According to data on the graduating class of 
2010, nearly 1.6 million high school students took the SAT in their senior year (ACT, 
2011). The percentage of Black student test takers increased from 9% in 2000 to 13% 
in 2010, along with an increase in the percentage of Hispanic test takers, from 3% in 
2000 to 7% in 2010 (ACT, 2011). The mean scores of 2010 by ethnicity showed that, 
on average, African American students scored lower than their White and Hispanic 
peers, with gaps ranging from 27 points in writing to 108 points in math (ACT, 2011). 
 The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was designed to both raise student 
achievement and close perpetual achievement gaps between African Americans and 
their white peers. NCLB adopted ambitious goals of improving the academic 
performance of all students, offering parents more choices for their children’s 
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education, and staffing the nation’s schools with highly qualified teachers. States such 
as Florida, which have led the nation in assessment and accountability for many 
decades, extended reform goals through stringent measures implemented under 
NCLB’s guidelines for adequate yearly progress (Council for Education Policy, 
Research and Improvement, 2003). However, both Darling-Hammond (2006) and 
Fleischman and Heppen (2009) have suggested that successful secondary school 
reform will continue to present a challenge, especially as it relates to minorities. The 
continued achievement gaps between African American students and their white peers 
illustrate a need for further equitable educational opportunities for African American 
students (Fleischman et al., 2010; Florida Department of Education, 2011b; Gonzales 
et al., 2008; National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). 
The measures of success presented above are comprised of components that 
assess student readiness in terms of academic performance related to high school, 
college, and career readiness.  These varied assessments provide snapshots of student 
performance in core subject areas, namely reading, math, writing, and science, 
measured according to predetermined transition periods defined as student grade 
levels and age. However, it is important to note that readiness research shows that 
college and career success go beyond student academic performance to include ways 
students share their knowledge and other resources within and across groups in order 
to meet their interests and desired outcomes (Bartee & Brown, 2007; ACT, 2010a). 
Academic improvements and performance gaps are being addressed through 
increased awareness of readiness needs and college and career opportunities focused 
on an increase in diverse cultures.   
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Equitable Educational Opportunities 
“The mission of the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) in the U.S. Department of 
Education is to ensure equal access to education and to promote educational 
excellence throughout the nation” (U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil 
Rights, 2011, p.1).  Addressing limitations to equal educational access for minorities 
is presented in the literature in terms of barriers resulting from questionable practices 
such as segregation. Tracking was another barrier presented in the literature, shown to 
illustrate expectations gaps as well as cultural diversity gaps that could influence the 
college and career readiness levels of minority students. Further, cultural barriers 
were identified in research in terms of the sense of belongingness among African 
American high school students, underscoring that school culture in the United States 
usually reflects that of the dominant group (ACT, 2010b; Berry, 2005; Booker, 2006, 
2007; Carter, 2005; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Irving & Hudley, 2008; Uwah, 
McMahon, & Furlow, 2008).  Cultural and social gaps within a school setting are 
challenges that could limit personal interactions influencing educational outcomes of 
African American students (Bartee & Brown II, 2007). Many factors influence access 
to academic, social and cultural resources. Opportunities to maximize these resources 
and limit gaps are influenced by cultural practices and social networks among peers 
and adults in the school community, and though they may be known to minority 
students, access to such resources and opportunities may be difficult to sustain (Bartee 
& Brown II, 2007).  
Opportunity Gaps  
According to Darling-Hammond (2010), “Although many U.S. educators and 
civil rights advocates have fought for higher-quality and more equitable education 
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over many years, progress has been stymied in many states over the last two decades 
as segregation has worsened and disparities have grown” (p. 8). Darling – Hammond 
(2010), suggested that the nation has placed much emphasis on the academic 
achievement gap but paid little attention to opportunity gaps that are related to (p. 28). 
Welner and Carter (2013) describe the educational opportunity gaps as inequities built 
into the system of policies and practices that formulate the terms of access, 
participation, and student success (p.3). This type of educational inequality is ongoing 
and is expressed as accumulated differences in access to key educational resources 
that have the potential to limit career and college readiness among minorities 
(Darling-Hammond, 2010). In current secondary education reform efforts, national 
standards of career and college readiness for all future high school graduates are 
partly designed to address this opportunity gap. Among African Americans between 
the ages of 25 and 29, only 17% had earned a college degree in 2005, as compared to 
34% of Whites in this category (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Dropping out of school 
impacts income earnings disparity between Blacks and their White peers. However, 
an extended opportunity gap is further evidenced in data showing that “only 46% of 
African American high school graduates were employed full-time at age 21, 
compared to 59% of their White counterparts” (Darling-Hammond, 2010, p. 23).  
Some pertinent resources that African Americans may have lacked in the past 
include “expert teachers, personalized attention, high-quality curriculum 
opportunities, good educational materials, and plentiful information resources that 
support learning at home and at school” (Darling-Hammond, 2010, p. 28). African 
American students seeking to achieve beyond high school aspirations can increase 
their chances of success by learning how to maximize their educational, social and 
cultural resources. Resources that are intertwined between home and school support 
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the assertion that cultural and social capital influence student expectations and their 
opportunities to affect their educational experiences in support of their future 
aspirations (Bartee & Brown II, 2007). As common high school curriculums are 
formulated based on student preparedness for college, including standards and 
accountability measures, other gaps may continue to exist in the form of student and 
teacher expectations.   
Expectations Gap 
Phillips (2010) of the American Institute for Research (AIR) defined the 
educational expectations gap as “the difference between what students are expected to 
learn in one state and what students are expected to learn in others” (p. 6).  A national 
curriculum and common accountability measures are part of the college readiness 
criteria. However, African American students planning to go to college in the future 
will also need to be prepared to interact among peers and instructors of different 
cultural and social backgrounds (Bartee & Brown, 2007).  
In his report, Phillips (2010) summarized aspects of the national 
policymakers’ call for states to adopt national benchmarks or world-class educational 
standards that were designed in hopes of ensuring consistency across the states in 
support of college and career readiness among all high school graduates. Florida 
participated in the early adoption of common core standards, and made an adjustment, 
and is in the process of developing the Language Arts Florida Standards (LAFS) and 
the Mathematics Florida Standards (MAFS), formerly known as Common Core 
Curriculum Resources. Simultaneously, Florida is adopting and implementing the 
next set of state level assessments, selecting the American Institutes for Research 
(AIR), a newly developed computed-based testing system (FLDOE, 2013).  
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Secondary school students who are currently preparing for careers in a global 
economy will also need to develop both academic knowledge and relationship or 
networking skills in preparation to participate in a 21st century workforce. While the 
expectations of minority students are essential to their outcomes, school is 
systematically designed so that teacher expectations continue to have an abiding 
influence on student outcomes.  
In their study of 262 African American middle school students, Tyler and 
Boelter (2008) found that teacher expectations emerged as a significant predictor of 
student academic efficacy and academic engagement. The authors also referenced 
Goldenburg’s (1992) work suggesting that teachers with high expectations of their 
students are likely to create a more effective climate and thus facilitate academic 
success (p. 2). Having genuinely high expectations for students of color and doing 
everything to help the students meet those expectations is an essential aspect of all 
school reform (Slaughter, 2008, p. 9). Readiness in the areas of science, technology, 
engineering, and math, also known as S.T.E.M. studies and careers, is part of a 
national campaign to increase diversity in career areas such as engineering. Slaughter 
(2008), of the National Action Council for Minorities in Engineering (NACME), 
called for America to “activate the hidden workforce of African Americans, Native 
Americans and Latino Americans, who are still underrepresented” (p. 4).  
At the secondary level, enrollment in pre-algebra and algebra courses is 
regarded as a leading indicator of academic progress toward college and career 
readiness. In Beyond Test Scores: Leading Indicators for Education, Foley and 
colleagues defined leading indicators as indices that “provide early signals of progress 
toward academic achievement” (Foley et al., 2008, p. 1).  Algebra occupies this role 
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because it is recognized as a gateway to more advanced mathematics, enrollment in a 
college preparatory curriculum, and higher probability of attending and graduating 
from college (Musen, 2010).  Furthermore, the successful completion of algebra 
courses is associated with job readiness and higher income levels after the student has 
left school and entered the workforce (Musen, 2010). The overarching implication of 
this reality is that there is a serious gap in access to and enrollment in advanced 
mathematics courses based on SES and minority status.  As in the case of James, a 
diligent and ambitious African American high school student who ultimately enrolled 
in a small success-oriented high school, many economically disadvantaged students of 
color are equally committed to earning a college degree, only to find that their local 
high schools do not offer the requisite college preparatory mathematics courses 
(Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008).  
In addition to preparing themselves to take more advanced courses, students 
who learn algebra cultivate a mode of thinking that is applicable to advanced courses 
in a variety of intellectual realms.  Musen (2010) noted that the amply documented 
disparity in mathematics course taking and achievement based on race and income 
reinforces and perpetuates existing inequities and in a technologically demanding 
workplace has serious ramifications at the level of the individual, the family, the 
community, and the greater society. Further, low expectations associated with 
traditional tracking policies and practices have also been identified as barriers to 
student access to advanced courses that are preliminary requirements for students to 
enter accelerated learning programs at the high school level. 
Tracking policies and practices in which African American and Latino 
students were systematically placed into less advanced mathematics courses have 
been widely blamed for the mathematics achievement gap (Burris & Welner, 2005; 
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Flores, 2007). Burris and Welner (2005) described the transformation of a socio-
demographically diverse suburban New York school district that had restructured its 
entire mathematics curriculum so that all students enjoyed access to an advanced 
mathematics program.  Establishing high expectations for all students resulted in the 
district high schools successfully diminishing the achievement gap, whereby all 
students were able to attain high levels of mathematical competence. The school was 
restructured so that students would be able to use the culture of their upbringing and 
develop working relationships that allowed them to contribute to their newly-
formulated school culture. 
The Rockville Centre School District embarked on its ambitious reform effort 
in response to a goal established by the district superintendent, William Johnson, and 
the Rockville Centre Board of Education, which stated, “By the year 2000, 75% of all 
graduates will earn a New York State Regents diploma” (Burris & Welner, 2005, p. 
595).  In 1993, when that goal was set, 58% of Rockville Centre District students and 
38% of students across the state earned the coveted Regents diploma. Notably, 
statewide achievement gaps between African American students and their White peers 
in earning Regents diplomas continued to persist.  For example, in 2000, the 
proportion of African American or Latino students graduating with Regents diplomas 
statewide was 19.3%, compared with 58.7% of White or Asian American students.  In 
sharp contrast, during that same time period, Rockville Centre School District 
experienced an increase in the proportion of all students earning Regents diplomas 
and a narrowing of the gap based on ethnicity (Burris & Welner, 2005).  
Subsequently, when the 1999 high school cohort graduated in 2003, 82% of the 
district’s African American or Latino students and 97% of the White and Asian 
American students graduated with Regents diplomas (Burris & Welner, 2005).  
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Established high academic expectations within a supportive learning environment 
based on high standards set for all students resulted in the ethnically diverse groups 
exceeding the established goal of 75% of graduates receiving the Regents diploma. 
Along the same lines of high academic expectations, Burris and Welner (2005) 
reported on a de-tracking approach, whereby a 2001 cohort became the first group of 
ninth graders to be heterogeneously grouped in all subject areas.  In addition, the 2002 
cohort members were the pioneers in a heterogeneous pre-IB program.  The school 
district supported the high standards learning initiative by providing support classes in 
mathematics, science, and English language arts every second day.  These classes 
were aligned with the curriculum and allowed teachers opportunities to teach the 
material to students in need of reinforcement before and after the topics were taught in 
class.  The ninth grade teachers expressed highly favorable attitudes toward the de-
tracked high school curriculum.  According to the teachers, “The tone, activities, and 
discussions in the heterogeneously grouped classes were academic, focused, and 
enriched” (p. 597).  After only a single year of the heterogeneous grouping project, 
once again the passing rate for African American and Latino students on the Regents 
examination rose from 48% to 77%, while the passing rate for White and Asian 
American students rose from 85% to 94%. As the de-tracking program expanded, the 
achievement gaps continued to narrow. De-tracking provided opportunities for 
minority students to experience success individually and collectively, an experience 
that was based on the purposeful development of a culture of high expectations across 
the entire community of students. This school provided a structure so that students 
could use their individual experiences in terms of their family values and traditions as 
a resource, possibly helping to diminish cultural diversity gaps among the different 
student groups and establish a school culture of high expectations.  
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Cultural Diversity Gaps 
A culture of high expectations, which fosters success among all students, is 
devised from an inclusive environment, a community developed from a sense of 
belongingness for all. In his continued study of minority education, Ogbu (2004) 
extended his research to include “collective identity and cultural frame of reference to 
more fully explain the variability in minority school performance” (p. 1). Collective 
identity, which usually develops because of people’s collective experiences, refers to 
people’s sense of belonging and is reflective of people’s attitudes, feelings, beliefs, 
behaviors, and language or dialect (p. 3).  Collective identity is also reflective of 
individual backgrounds and cultural experiences functioning together across groups 
within the school setting (Horvat & O’Conner, 2006).  Closely related to their sense 
of belonging or collective identity is the way minorities interpret the cultural or 
language differences between them and the dominant group (p. 5). Ogbu’s (2004) 
concept of “acting White” describes the cultural and language frames of reference that 
some African Americans consider the correct way of behaving or speaking when 
interacting with or responding to the culture and language of the dominant group. The 
level of difficulty individual members of the minority group have in crossing cultural 
and language barriers can cause the type of relationship to be oppositional or non-
oppositional (Ogbu, 2004). Ogbu suggested that in order to “achieve self-betterment 
in situations controlled by members of the dominant group minorities usually develop 
some strategies to deal with the demands that they behave and talk like dominant 
group members” (Ogbu, 2004, p. 6).  
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) suggested that African American students may 
choose from a range of coping mechanisms, including assimilation, accommodation 
without assimilation, ambivalence, resistance or opposition, or encapsulation (p. 23). 
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While high-achieving African American students are often presented as choosing the 
coping mechanism of assimilation or deemphasizing their African American identity, 
low-performing students were presented in the research as adopting an oppositional 
identity, espousing a strong ethnic group identification (Irving & Hudley, 2008; 
Solomon, 1992). “Although school success is dependent upon educational 
opportunities, consistent engagement and persistence, attitudes and behaviors 
associated with a resistant cultural identification may undermine the school 
engagement of African American students” (Irving & Hudley, 2008, p. 15).  Ogbu 
(2004) concluded that “Black students are still faced with the burden of acting White, 
and have developed culturally patterned ways of coping with the dilemma” (p. 30).  
Ogbu’s (2004) research focused more on the collective self, or the individual 
student in relation to the group or student body.  In the same frame of reference, 
Phinney and Ong (2007) presented Du Bois’ perspective that African Americans may 
tend to view “the self” through the eyes of others, particularly the dominant culture. 
Du Bois referred to this phenomenon of dual existence and cautioned that it could 
lead African American students to deny the individual self (Phinney & Ong, 2007). 
Hence, as African American youth go through the process of developing their 
identity, Du Bois calls on the black youth to seek to “merge this double self into a 
better and truer self” (Phinney & Ong, 2007, p. 6). The better or truer self is not 
formulated and does not function in isolation, as individuals who improve also affect 
the culture of the school.  
Harris (2006) conducted an extensive exploration of Ogbu’s oppositional 
culture theory using data from the Maryland Adolescents in Context Study 
(MADICS). The study examined the assumptions that African American students 
display more resistance to school than their white peers and that this resistance grows 
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over time.  Noting that there was a considerable degree of variation in the students’ 
academic performance, Harris proposed that some students might express negative 
attitudes toward school in an attempt to preserve their self-esteem after years of 
academic failure.  The implication is that oppositional attitudes and behaviors are a 
consequence of school failure as opposed to a cause.  Harris added that educators 
have presented testimony to Congress arguing that students who “suffer a crisis in 
their academic abilities will begin adopting counterproductive, effort-avoidant 
strategies” (Braddock, cited in Harris, 2006, p. 825).  Harris’s findings support a need 
for further study of cultural diversity gaps in the schooling process. This could be 
partially accomplished through studying how successful African American students 
experience the “double self” concept within current school environments.  
In a recent study, Harris and Marsh (2010) examined the idea of whether a 
“raceless” identity would lead to more favorable outcomes for African American high 
school students. Their findings showed that raceless identity was not an effective 
strategy for academic success. African Americans who reported being happy to be 
African American valued schooling and were more connected to their school than 
African Americans who were not happy to be African American (Harris & Marsh, 
2010).  Further, they found that African Americans who believed that they benefited 
from the success of other African Americans experienced greater achievement than 
those who did not hold that belief (Harris & Marsh, 2010).  Harris and Marsh (2010) 
reported that their findings on positive racial identity and successful school 
experiences and aspirations of African Americans were consistent with similar studies 
in which higher achieving African American students were also found to have 
positive ethnic and racial connectedness (Chavous, Rivas-Drake, Smalls, Griffin, & 
Cogburn, 2008; Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2009).  Harris and Marsh (2010) 
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cautioned that while positive racial identity was found to enhance the schooling 
experience of African American students, both as a protective benefit and success 
motivator, progression occurs as part of a larger community process, involving 
helpful individual and within- and across-group connections.  
In sum, equitable educational opportunities depend on equal access for all 
student groups. The development and implementation of national college and career 
readiness standards has further defined expectations for the provision of equal access 
in terms of civil rights of students in the 21st century.  There has also been an increase 
in blended curriculum diploma options, as global economic and technological 
advancement impacts the knowledge and skills needed in the workforce. College and 
career readiness among African American students will also depend on the students 
engaging in learning experiences where they interact with resources that help them to 
formulate opportunities toward successful outcomes. The provisions or requirements 
of accelerated learning programs are mirrored in the common standards established in 
the national college and career readiness reform movement. However, student growth 
or readiness is influenced by expectations of the individuals and groups with whom 
they interact daily. Their families, peers, teachers, and community members influence 
how they see themselves and others and the ways that they learn to interact with the 
world.  
Adolescent Identity Development  
In Erikson’s (1950/1993) model of lifespan development, the stage of identity 
vs. role confusion that unfolds during adolescence is often considered the pivotal 
stage of human development. As described by Erikson (1993), “The integration of ego 
identity is more than the sum of childhood identifications” (p. 228).  Furthermore, 
adolescents are faced with the task of forging a new identity that comes from an 
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authentic sense of the self at the same time that the peer group gains prominence as a 
powerful social force.  A perennial hazard for adolescents is submerging their own 
true self to the values and attitudes of their peers.  Although the family wanes in 
influence at this stage, adolescents whose families have instilled in them a strong 
sense of self-confidence and independence are most likely to be resilient in 
developing an authentic sense of self. 
In prefacing her model of identity and identity formation, Eccles (2009) made 
a clear distinction between personal identities and collective or social identities.  For 
example, describing James, an African American student in her study, Eccles (2009) 
defined the personal identity as “those aspects of one’s identity that serve the 
psychological function of making one feel unique” (p. 78).  James called this the “ME 
self—the self that one knows through observation of one’s own behaviors and 
characteristics” (Eccles, 2009, p. 78). Collective identities was defined as the 
complement to “those personally valued parts of the self that serve to strengthen one’s 
ties to highly valued social groups and relationships—such as one’s gender, race, 
religion, social class, culture, and family” (Eccles, 2009, p. 78). 
Eccles (2009) developed an expectancy value model of identity and identity 
formation in which identity can be viewed in terms of two types of self-perceptions: 
(1) perceptions related to skills, attributes, and competencies, and (2) perceptions 
related to personal values and goals (p. 84).  Operating in conjunction, these two sets 
of self-perceptions guide the individual’s expectations for success and the importance 
ascribed to becoming involved in various activities. The skills, attributes, and 
competencies associated with Eccles’s (2009) set of self-perceptions contribute to an 
individual’s sense of efficacy.  
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Eccles’s (2009) work focused on how identity perceptions shape individual 
behavioral choices.  She noted that expectations for success, confidence in one’s 
personal abilities, and one’s personal sense of efficacy have traditionally been 
recognized as important factors in making behavioral choices.  This view is an 
extension of Bandura’s (1997) social theoretical perspective that individuals choose 
activities in which they feel confident they will succeed.  In exemplifying this point, 
Bandura observed that novices in a given field often feel overconfident due to their 
high expectations for success.  In contrast, seasoned veterans who are aware of the 
real world influences on performance may actually have lower self-efficacy due to 
their less-experienced colleagues’ inflated sense of self-confidence.   
The second essential component of Eccles’s expectancy value model that 
guides behavioral choices is subjective task value (2009).  The values that individuals 
attach to various “life-defining choices” such as enrollment in accelerated learning 
programs, college choices, and career aspirations could be affected by the values 
ascribed to the array of achievement-related options that appear to be available to the 
person (p. 82).  
Task value is influenced by at least four elements: (1) intrinsic interest in and 
enjoyment of the task, (2) the utility of the task in promoting the achievement 
of one’s long-range goals or in helping one attain immediate or long-range 
external rewards, (3) attainment value or the value an activity has because 
engaging in it is compatible with or enhances one’s self-image and personal or 
collective/social identities, and (4) the costs of engaging in the activity (such 
as financial or emotional costs), along with other prospective meanings the 
behavior holds for one’s personal or collective identities (Eccles et. al., 1998, 
p. 86) 
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Identity Development among African American Youth  
Identity development is an essential feature of adolescence for all youth, and 
the issue of ethnic or racial identity development and school outcomes such as 
belonging, engagement, and academic achievement has become a popular area of 
research (Chavous et al., 2008; Dotterer et al., 2009; Graham & Anderson, 2008; 
Harris, 2006; Harris & Marsh, 2010).  A substantial degree of individual variation was 
reflected across these studies, thus highlighting the importance of respecting and 
acknowledging students’ unique characteristics.  In view of research documenting 
gender differences in the academic performance of African American students, 
several researchers have examined gender differences and some have focused on 
males, who were found to be at higher risk of academic disengagement.  
Eccles (2009), in using gender as the basis for her illustration of the 
expectancy value model, recognized that societal gender roles had changed 
dramatically.  Many young women experience a stage in late adolescence or early 
adulthood that marks a transition away from traditional gender role stereotypes that 
constrain educational and career choices. Parker (2005) pointed out that, unlike their 
white counterparts, African American women have historically been socialized to be 
strong and independent and achievement oriented.  This dichotomy based on race and 
gender is quite evident in the educational literature, which shows that among some 
African American students, high academic achievement was regarded as admirable 
for girls but not for boys (Chavous et al., 2008; Irving & Hudley, 2008).  Research 
shows that this phenomenon is aligned with Ogbu’s (2003, 2004) findings of a wide 
range of individual differences in attitudes and perceptions among students given the 
prominence of the unique personal identity that ultimately resides within the 
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individual’s broader collective or social identity (Eccles, 2009; Harris, 2006; Irving & 
Hudley, 2008).  
Notably, personalization, a rigorous and relevant curriculum, and professional 
learning and collaboration are three essential features identified by Darling-Hammond 
and Friedlaender (2008) that drive student success in high schools that have 
successfully diminished academic achievement gaps across gender, socioeconomic 
status, and ethnicity (Billig et al., 2005).   
Most researchers exploring the issue of racial or ethnic identity draw on the 
work of Phinney.  In a recent formulation, Phinney and Ong (2007) conceptualized 
ethnic identity as a multifaceted dynamic construct that evolves over time through a 
process of exploration and commitment.  At the most basic level, the development of 
a social identity involves identifying oneself as a member of a specific social group.  
The second component, which Phinney and Ong describe as probably the most 
important aspect of ethnic identity, is commitment.  Some theorists prefer the term 
attachment or affective commitment. Exploration is defined as seeking out 
information and experiences that are pertinent to one’s ethnicity and can involve an 
extensive array of activities ranging from reading about the culture to immersing 
oneself in relevant cultural practices. 
Phinney and Ong (2007) noted that ethnic behaviors are included in numerous 
measures of ethnic identity, including the original Multigroup Ethnic Identity 
Measure (MEIM) developed by r in 1992. Phinney and Ong also referred to ethnic 
behaviors as “actions that can express an identity,” noting that ethnic behaviors are 
typically linked with other facets of ethnic identity (p. 272).  Other dimensions of 
ethnic identity that have been empirically researched include evaluation and in-group 
attitudes, values and beliefs, importance and salience, referring to differences attached 
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to one’s ethnic identity across individuals and groups, and finally, the relationship of 
one’s ethnic identity to one’s national identity.  Phinney and Ong (2007) pointed out 
that there are numerous differences between ethnic groups in the way they perceive 
their ethnic and national identity, using African Americans as an example.  According 
to the authors, one perspective is illustrated by Du Bois (1903/2003), who described 
African Americans as “gifted with second sight in this American world” (p. 5).  In 
order to survive, Blacks were compelled to see themselves through the eyes of the 
dominant culture.  This dual existence provided African Americans with insights into 
the behavior of the white world.  However, seeing oneself only through the eyes of 
others can lead to a negation of the self.  Du Bois explicitly cautioned against letting 
this happen, calling on African Americans to “merge this double self into a better and 
truer self” (p. 6). 
A century later, many young people successfully merge this “double self” into 
a strong, cohesive, authentic self.  Phinney and Ong (2007) observed that adolescents 
often express self-perceptions in which they feel themselves part of two cultures 
(Black and American) without perceiving a conflict between the two.  For example, 
one adolescent commented, “Some people think of themselves as just Black; I think 
of myself as Black American” (p. 274). 
Phinney and Ong (2007) viewed the development of ethnic identity as 
analogous to Erikson’s (1950/1993) personal identity. Ethnic identity is thought to 
undergo dramatic growth in adolescence and young adulthood through the dual 
processes of exploration and commitment (Phinney & Ong, 2007).  By adulthood, 
most individuals have developed a fairly stable and secure sense of their own personal 
ethnic identity, though they may continue to explore identity issues throughout the 
course of adulthood. In sum, given the social influences on aspects of the self, such as 
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ethnicity and gender, and the continually changing attitudes of society, the process of 
identity formation was determined to never be static (Erikson, 1993).  
Ethnic Identity Awareness  
During adolescent development African American students exploring their 
identity within complex social situations formulate their self-perceptions based on 
their individual and collective experiences. Altschul, Oyserman, and Bybee (2006) 
examined three aspects of racial-ethnic identity (REI) in a sample of 98 African 
American and 41 Latino eighth graders attending three low-SES Detroit middle 
schools.  The three dimensions of REI are connectedness, awareness of racism, and 
embedded achievement, the perception that one’s group is characterized by academic 
achievement. The longitudinal study was carried out over two years. The findings 
indicated that students who were high in connectedness and awareness of racism at 
the beginning of eighth grade earned higher GPAs over the course of ninth grade.   
Those students who were high in both connectedness and embedded achievement 
earned higher GPAs at every point in the study.  The authors further proposed that the 
relationships they observed may have been uniquely relevant to adolescents who were 
in the midst of forming an identity (Altschul et al., 2006). The integration of 
embedded achievement into the student’s personal and group identity promoted 
higher academic aspirations and achievements (Altschul et al., 2006).   
Fisher (2005) examined the educational experiences of both underachieving 
and high achieving Black high school students in Massachusetts. The exploratory 
study was conducted to gain a deeper understanding of possible factors that 
contributed to the success or underachievement of Black students that teachers 
reported to be academically capable of success. In this exploration of Black student 
achievement, Fisher (2005) investigated the connection between student achievement 
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and the oppositional cultural model whereby African heritage was also considered an 
important aspect of the study.  While most of the participants reported experiencing 
site-barriers resulting from low teacher expectations of Black students, high-achieving 
students reported effective family supports and the incorporation of self-regulated 
behaviors that contributed to their academic success.  Academic success among high 
achievers was also attributed to self-concepts, students’ own high expectations, and 
their desire to be accountable for their own lives.  Notably, the lived experiences of 
high achieving students in this study could not be fully explained by Ogbu’s 
“oppositional cultural model”, as findings further indicated that during adolescent 
development, varied achievement levels could be related to students focusing on other 
self-desires (Fisher, 2005). 
Chavous et al. (2008) explored the effects of racial identity and school racial 
discrimination on the academic engagement of 410 African American students in 
grades 8 and 11, chosen to represent the middle and high school years. The students 
were part of the Maryland Adolescents in Context Study (MADICS), a longitudinal 
exploration of African American (61%) and White adolescents and their families.  
The community-based study was designed to illuminate the independent effects of 
family income, educational status, and racial heritage on the development of youths 
from a county representing urban, suburban, and rural settings as well as a broad 
socioeconomic spectrum.  The researchers noted that few studies have explicitly 
examined adolescents’ perceptions on racism in the school environment. In particular, 
Chavous et al. (2008) pointed out that there is a scarcity of theoretical and empirical 
literature on gender and achievement motivation in African American adolescents.  
The study assessed racial identity via the Racial Centrality subscale of the 
Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity and discrimination experiences via a 
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School Discrimination Scale created by the MADICS researchers, and included 
measures of academic engagement and academic performance, as well as the 
students’ demographic information. 
The researchers also noted that, in general, the boys had lower academic 
achievement levels than the girls, which could have predisposed them to lower 
expectations and less positive interactions with teachers.  In view of the association 
between SES and academic achievement, Chavous et al. (2008) speculated that girls 
from different social classes may be in different educational and social settings that 
expose them to different types of discrimination.  For the girls, racial centrality had no 
direct influence on academic outcomes.  Girls with both high and low racial centrality 
seemed to be protected from any adverse effects of classroom discrimination upon 
self-concepts.  However, among girls with lower racial centrality, perceived 
classroom discrimination actually enhanced academic self-concepts.  Chavous et al. 
(2008) proposed that these girls might simply have distanced themselves from their 
teachers’ negative perceptions and not taken them personally.  The researchers also 
indicated that many African American girls are highly resilient in the face of racial 
bias as a result of family and cultural socialization stressing high educational 
aspirations. 
According to Chavous et al. (2008), the most striking finding of their research 
was the extent of individual differences they observed in the academic development 
of African American adolescents.  Based on their research examining the concept of 
academic achievement from the perspective of an array of factors related to academic 
achievement, Chavous et al. (2008) asserted that academic achievement could be 
explored in terms of self-evaluations, school attitudes, and performance, or in terms of 
how students’ individual school experiences influence these outcomes. Although the 
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ethnic minority achievement and racial identity literature views Black identity in 
relation to overcoming obstacles, the existence of a strong racial identity could serve 
as a deterrent or an academic motivator.  In essence, Chavous et al. (2008) noted that 
they found more evidence in favor of the protective benefit of a strong racial identity 
for African American girls and boys. 
Similarly, Graham and Anderson (2008) conducted a qualitative exploration of 
the experiences of three academically gifted African American male high school 
seniors attending a predominantly African American urban high school.  Two facets 
of identity served as part of the theoretical framework for the study: ethnic identity 
and academic identity.  In proposing that academically gifted African American males 
might experience a clash between the two identities and strive to achieve a balance 
between them, Graham and Anderson invoked Ogbu (2003, 2004) but added that 
there is no consistent support for his theory.   
The first theme to arise from the narratives of the three high performing 
students was “School is serious to me” (Graham & Anderson, 2008).  In accordance 
with a strong academic identity, all three students felt that their teachers viewed them 
as “successful” and “better than most” (p. 482).  The three students valued 
individuality and nonconformity and were unconcerned with peer pressure, while they 
admired other students whose work ethic was similar to their own. Individuality and 
nonconformity did not mean that these students adopted a raceless perspective (Harris 
& Marsh, 2010). Though the school environment was predominantly African 
American, students were still challenged to adapt to differences among their peers.     
The second theme was “I’m real big into knowing your heritage” (Graham & 
Anderson, 2008).  The three students felt a strong sense of connection to their ethnic 
heritage, which reinforced rather than undermined their academic identity.  Though 
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the school did not encourage any display of pride in the students’ African American 
heritage, this exclusion seemed to reinforce the students’ exploration of their ethnic 
heritage and feelings of ethnic pride. Harris and Marsh (2010), in a later study, also 
found that a strong sense of ethnic identity was a positive reinforcement to academic 
success among African American students, where these students were empowered by 
other academically successful African American role models.  
The third theme had the intriguing title “Without guidance, we’d all be 
heathens” (Graham & Anderson, 2008).  This reflected the powerful positive 
influence of significant others on the lives of the students.  For example, one boy 
related how his mother frequently emphasized the importance of education and its 
relationship to his ethnic heritage.  The significant others who guided the youths 
included mothers, fathers, teachers, and pastors (Graham & Anderson, 2008).  
Effective teachers were academically challenging, developed positive relationships, 
and built on the students’ talents and strengths.   
In sum, providing African American students with opportunities to extend 
themselves academically and take on new challenges is an essential aspect of their 
human development.  Adolescence is described as a period of confusion and 
discovery, a time when known expectations balanced with resources can have a 
positive effect on individuals in different minority groups. Also, belongingness and 
connectedness are present and contribute to African American student academic 
motivation and success. African American students who expressed a positive sense of 
ethnic identity also had a successful school experience. As presented in the literature 
review, through modeling positive behaviors and providing support and 
encouragement, parents and teachers were able to bolster the academic self-efficacy 
of the three gifted youths (Graham & Anderson, 2008).  
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Academic Self-Efficacy 
Self-efficacy theory occupies a prominent position in the educational literature 
(Bandura, 1997; Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk Hoy, 2004; Pajares, 2001; Pajares & 
Schunk, 2001).  Jonson-Reid, Saunders, & Williams (2005) explored academic self-
efficacy and self-esteem among African Americans using data from a longitudinal 
study of high school graduation among Black youths.  The students attended an urban 
high school with a total enrollment of 1,200 students that was virtually all African 
American and were fairly homogenous in terms of SES as well as ethnicity. Academic 
self-efficacy was assessed with the School Ability Self-Concept Index.  The 
researchers examined global self-esteem and racial self-esteem as well as the 
constructs of direct experience, encouragement, models of success, power and control, 
and intrinsic and extrinsic rewards in relationship to self-efficacy. 
The analysis revealed only a modest association between academic self-
efficacy and self-esteem (Jonson-Reid et al., 2005). Racial self-esteem had a moderate 
association with global self-esteem but no relationship with academic self-efficacy.  
Instead, the findings disclosed a pronounced relationship between academic self-
efficacy and intrinsic and extrinsic rewards for learning.  Similar to the perceptions of 
the gifted youths interviewed by Graham and Anderson (2008), intrinsic motivation 
toward graduating from high school was linked with academic self-efficacy.  
Although intrinsic motivation accounted for a larger share of variance in the model, 
extrinsic motivation for graduation also exerted an influence on graduation.  
According to Jonson-Reid et al. (2005), attempting to boost academic performance by 
enhancing self-esteem is misguided when targeting academic self-efficacy is much 
more likely to produce the desired results. 
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Uwah et al. (2008) investigated school belonging, academic self-efficacy, and 
educational aspirations in a sample of 40 African American male ninth and tenth 
grade students attending a small predominantly African American high school.  In its 
second year of operation, the school chosen by Uwah et al. (2008) provided a sense of 
community, consistent with small school learning environments designed to promote 
success among urban students (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Darling-Hammond & 
Friedlaender, 2008; Fleischman & Heppen, 2009).  The instruments used by Uwah et 
al. (2008) were the Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale (PSSM) and the 
Academic Self-Efficacy Scale used by Jonson-Reid et al. (2005). 
Contrary to the expectations of Uwah et al. (2008), feelings of school 
belonging were not associated with academic self-efficacy.  The only school 
belonging subscale significantly linked with academic self-efficacy was Feeling 
Encouraged to Participate, which is consistent with Bandura’s (1997) theory that 
direct positive social persuasion enhances self-efficacy.  Uwah et al. (2008) proposed 
that direct encouragement from peers and adults at school who convey the sense that 
they are capable of high achievement may be especially critical for instilling 
confidence for high academic achievement in African American males. The findings 
did support the second assumption of Uwah et al. (2008) that educational aspirations 
would be significantly related to academic self-efficacy.  In this sense, self-efficacy 
can be considered an indicator of future choices students are likely to make based on 
their beliefs, efforts, and past experiences (Bandura, 1997).   
In sum, the self-efficacy of students who practice behaviors that allow them to 
persistently achieve academically may be experienced through goal setting, task-
mastering strategies, and developing ways to actuate their intrinsic interests (Cleary & 
Zimmerman, 2004). In a cyclical manner, the academically successful student has 
 
 
57 
forethought that influences his or her performance and, through a process of self-
reflection, is able to make necessary adjustments in order to continue to aspire toward 
their goals (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004). As suggested by Uwah et al. (2008), 
schools may benefit from reaching out to African American students to involve them 
in activities designed to boost their academic aspirations by means of academic and 
career development.   
Supportive Learning Environments at the Secondary Level 
In a study on developing a personalized school culture, Conchas and 
Rodriquez (2008) argued that relationships and personalization are fundamental in 
constructing school success (p. 2). Further, the significance of the personalization of 
school was one resulting principle of the observations of Powers, Bowen and Bowen 
(2010), who suggested that “the human side involves the teacher getting to know the 
student from his or her perspective, while also emphasizing purpose and providing 
support needed for individual experiences of success” (p. 318).  
Darling-Hammond (2006) outlined several features of high-performing high 
schools.  The first essential element of any effective school is a staff of well-qualified 
teachers.  Teaching faculty in successful schools have sound academic backgrounds 
and preparation for teaching and are capable of teaching diverse learners, including 
students with special needs.  The schools support the excellence of their teachers by 
providing teachers with time for planning rigorous, intellectually stimulating 
curricula, collaborating with colleagues, and engaging in ongoing professional 
development. This is evidenced across accelerated learning programs, where teachers 
and coordinators receive specific trainings based on the standards of each program, 
including AP, IB, and AICE programs.  
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The second feature of a successful high school was personalization, which is 
realized by having teams of teachers working with a designated number of students, in 
some cases over multiple years (Darling-Hammond, 2006).  Block scheduling was 
presented as one mode for facilitating the team teaching approach, which is usually 
incorporated in accelerated learning environments. The third feature delineated by 
Darling-Hammond was a common core curriculum organized around performance-
based assessment, which involves students in authentic and challenging work that is 
similar to the work they will be carrying out in the real world.  Portfolios and 
performance tasks are intrinsic to authentic learning experiences.  Such tasks include 
the application of mathematical and scientific concepts to real world problems, as 
well as creative writing and arts activities.  In much the same way as adult learners 
and professionals, the students revise their work in accordance with feedback based 
on performance standards and defend their work before committees of teachers and 
outside judges. The fourth feature of an effective high school is support for struggling 
students to enable them to meet the demands of an intellectually rigorous and 
stimulating curriculum (Darling-Hammond, 2006).  
In sum, the high performing school features described were aligned with the 
framework of accelerated learning programs as either a school-within-a-school design 
or as a school-wide design.  
Case studies of the advantages of the innovative new urban high schools, such 
as the story of James Williams, an African American youth who moved from 
one low-income neighborhood to another while his mother, a single parent in 
poor health, struggled  to provide for her family. As portrayed by the authors, 
despite being surrounded by a plethora of factors that place adolescents at risk 
for adverse academic and psychosocial outcomes, James successfully 
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eschewed the temptation of street life and maintained his ambitions to 
graduate from high school and go on to college. However, James’s dream of 
attending college seemed even more out of reach when his neighborhood high 
schools lacked college preparatory courses.  James was able to realize his 
educational aspirations when his mother enrolled him in the June Jordan 
School for Equity, a small, innovative school with a college preparatory 
curriculum and highly individualized instruction supported by a strong 
guidance department and school personnel, functioning as a system dedicated 
to ensuring that the students successfully reach their college readiness goals 
(Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008, p.14).  
 
College Readiness and Future Aspirations 
College officials have reported being alarmed at the high proportion of 
students entering college who are not only academically underprepared but also arrive 
with unrealistic expectations for the amount of effort they need to invest academically 
to succeed in their freshman year (Kuh, 2007). Musen (2010) found that proficiency 
in advanced mathematics courses in high school, as well as in English, is requisite for 
college success. Kuh (2007) and Musen (2010) both reiterated the importance of what 
Cleary and Zimmerman’s (2004) referred to as self-regulated learning.  These work 
habits or learning strategies are considered essential components of the curriculum of 
accelerated learning programs and are necessary for student success throughout high 
school and beyond (Billig et al., 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2006). 
Results from a recent student survey on educational and career aspirations 
assessed in the ACT report (2011) the Condition of College and Career Readiness 
indicated that approximately 89% of all 2011 ACT-tested high school graduates 
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aspired to attain at least a two-year postsecondary degree, regardless of race/ethnicity. 
Furthermore, the results showed that approximately 40% of African American, 
Hispanic, Pacific Islander, or White graduates aspired to a graduate or professional 
degree (p. 9). These results were consistent with earlier research from the High 
School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE), a measurement instrument that also 
showed that the overwhelming majority of high school seniors (>90%) aspired to 
pursue a college degree (Kuh, 2007).  Paradoxically, a substantial number of those 
students do not engage in studying or course-taking at a level that prepares them to 
meet the demands of a rigorous college curriculum.  However, programs such as the 
IB and AICE have the capacity to ensure that all students served, including 
underrepresented groups such as African Americans, are intellectually stimulated 
throughout the course of their high school careers and sufficiently prepared to 
experience success beyond high school. 
The presence of various educational options for students and of the 
personalization characteristics of successful high schools recognizes the tremendous 
range of individual differences among students.  According to Carter (2005), who 
studied race consciousness among African American students, the presence of such 
consciousness coupled with a pragmatic attitude about the utility of schooling could 
aid African American students in reaching their academic goals and life aspirations 
(Carter, 2005, p.12). Educational expectations and aspirations of African American 
students are influenced by the capacity of the school or program to provide a 
supportive system that helps students understand how to maximize their opportunities 
toward their outcome interests through effective relationships.    
Individuals form aspirations in order to guide the paths they choose to take in 
life. Aspirations are defined as strong desires or ambitions, such as desires for 
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advancement, honor, or a level of success (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 
2008). Having direction toward an aspiration will allow an individual to take the steps 
necessary to achieve his or her goals. The development of adolescent aspirations 
related to their future careers is influenced by their families, peers, teachers, and other 
significant figures. When students experience success in the classroom, they align 
their academic expectations with their career goals and are more likely to avoid 
obstacles and disappointments in achieving them, according to Schneider and 
Stevenson (1999). Parent expectations and involvement showed a statistically positive 
relationship to Black male student academic success (Toldson, Braithwaite, & Rentie, 
2009).  
Toldson et al.’s (2009) findings also showed strong evidence that modeling by 
adults was an important component that affected Black males’ persistence toward 
meeting their goals. Positive peer relations were also found to promote academic 
success and encourage Black male students to aspire to college. Toldson (2008) found 
that successful African American students had more positive interactions with peers 
as well as a perception of self-worth.  Student academic desires or expectations to 
perform can at some point become associated with future possibilities for successes or 
well-matched expectations (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999).  In sum, the personal 
characteristics which influence an individual’s success can be intrinsically or 
extrinsically motivated, while intrinsic motivational factors often lead to higher 
performance and greater success in reaching individual educational and career goals 
or aspirations (Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Magno & Lajom, 2008; McCoach & Siegle, 
2001; Schunk & Miller, 2002). 
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The school success of African American adolescents is contingent on a 
dynamic interplay of individual, social, and environmental factors. Support from 
parents, teachers, and peers (Somers et al., 2008) and a cohesive school environment 
conducive to learning (Stewart, 2008) are among the social and environmental factors 
that facilitate academic achievement.  At the individual level, these factors interact 
with self-efficacy and persistence. Students’ established social and cultural practices, 
influenced by family, community, and school, help shape their goals. Teachers play a 
powerful role in building students’ self-confidence and driving their motivation for 
learning and high achievement (Fleischman & Heppen, 2009; Tyler & Boelter, 2008; 
Wiggan, 2008).   
In sum, the more access and training students have, the better equipped they 
will be to maximize their educational learning opportunities to be prepared with the 
knowledge and skills needed to be successful in a globalized society. These students 
are also likely to exhibit self-reflective learning behaviors and academic self-efficacy 
across varied contexts (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004). Reaching beyond the structural 
aspects of school, Sizer (1996) focused his qualitative inquiry on the process of 
schooling at the secondary level. Suggestions from the author’s findings were 
presented in the form of 10 Common Principles, namely highlighting the student as 
the core element of the educational framework: the student-as-worker, adolescents as 
users of their minds, and each student as the master of certain essential skills and 
knowledge and school personalization in support of each student’s success (Sizer, 
1996).  However, Sizer also described components of a supportive educational 
framework designed for the socialization of adolescents, including personalization of 
teaching and learning, resources committed to individual student development, and 
the school as a community.  
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In a recent monograph on student success, Perna and Thomas (2008) proposed 
that at its core, student success is determined by the attitudes, motivations, and 
behaviors of individual students. Murphy and Alexander (2005) presented learning in 
much the same way, as an individual responsibility, whereby the individual student is 
ultimately the doer in his or her own learning process. In accordance with Bandura’s 
(1986) social cognitive theory, successful students are agents proactively engaged in 
the varied phases of their own development. Successful students have ownership; they 
are empowered through their self-beliefs to be able to exhibit a level of control over 
their thoughts, feelings, and actions (Bandura, 1986).  However, Bandura (1997) 
reminded us that successful students do not operate in isolation.  They formulate their 
self-concepts within the larger social and environmental context, working together 
with peers, family, teachers, and significant others to achieve their academic goals 
and formulate their future aspirations.  
Bandura’s (1997) description of successful students was aligned with the 
works by Boyer (1983) and Goodlad (1984), who called for school improvement 
efforts that would begin to redefine student success, placing more emphasis on 
engaging students in the learning process with a deeper focus on self-directed skills 
and attitudes. Bandura (1986, 1997) presented a view of successful individuals as self-
organizing, proactive, self-reflecting, and self-regulating, employing behaviors that 
are associated with positive self-efficacy beliefs that influence students’ choices and 
aspirations.  Bandura (1997) also argued that students’ beliefs can often be a better 
predictor of what they are actually capable of accomplishing, as self-efficacy 
perceptions help determine what individuals do with their knowledge and skills (p. 7). 
In efforts to minimize underrepresentation of African American high school students 
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in more challenging accelerated learning programs, it will be important for 
researchers and practitioners to better understand how these students perceive what 
they can accomplish, as student self-concepts and self-efficacy beliefs also “influence 
their levels of academic motivation, learning, and achievement” (Pajares & Schunk 
2001, p. 15).   
According to Bandura’s (1986) research, “a student’s understanding, 
perceptions, or self-concepts of personal capabilities not only influence their task 
choice and effort, but affect [student experiences of success based on] their 
persistence, resilience and achievement” (p. 391).  Research in the top psychology 
journals has consistently shown that academic self-efficacy, including students’ 
behaviors, beliefs, and environments, is positively related to students’ academic 
performance (Brackney & Karabenick 1995; Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Snyder & 
Lopez, 2002).  
Researchers have also indicated that a discussion of academic success and 
motivation in adolescence would be incomplete without consideration of the effects 
that identity development processes may have on student experiences and perceptions 
(Kaplan & Maehr, 2002).  Erikson (1993) identified adolescence as a period focused 
on identity formation, where adolescents are characterized as having to negotiate a 
series of developmental tasks in order to form a coherent identity (Cote & Levine, 
2002; Elliott & Dweck, 2005).  Marcia (1980) extended Erikson’s (1968) discussion 
of identity development with a model containing four identity statuses: identity 
diffusion, identity foreclosure, identity moratorium, and identity achievement. 
Models of identity formation presented in the literature focused on gender and 
ethnicity as major factors that may have important implications for identity 
development (Cote & Levine, 2002; Eisenberg, Fabes, & Spinard, 2006; Ruble, 
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Martin & Berenbaum, 2006; Smith, Wadler, Fields, Brookins, & Seay, 1999). On the 
heels of the crises that ensued around the exponential numbers of Black males 
imprisoned during the 1990s, many educational studies focusing on identity and the 
status of Black males were conducted (Berry, 2005; Browning, Miller, & Murphy, 
2001; Garibaldi, 1992; Ogbu, 2004; Pollard, 1993; Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & 
Harpalani, 2001; Vallance, 2004).  African American adolescents who are in the 
process of self-discovery are notably challenged to adapt to Eurocentric middle class 
values and practices that reportedly make up the framework that guides their 
experiences in a formal school setting (Boykin, 1986; Boykin & Ellison, 2005; 
Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Swanson, Spencer, & Peterson, 1998).  
According to Bartee and Brown (2007), African American students will need 
to be able to engage with increasingly more diverse groups, including the dominant 
Eurocentric middle class. As presented above, formal schooling experiences of 
successful African American students are influenced by the individual practices of the 
student and their interactions with their peers, family, and teachers. These resources 
are pertinent to the sustainable success of the students, as both their internal and 
external resources could allow students to matriculate successfully through their 
academic pipeline and express ownership throughout their schooling experiences. 
External resources developed through networking among the individual, home, school 
and community are essential in maximizing students’ capacities to formulate a 
structure that could allow them to make the most of their interests or consistently meet 
their academic and life goals. As African American students strive to achieve their 
academic goals and future aspirations, they will also need to be prepared to engage 
with different groups in a process of social and cultural networking that positively 
impacts their outcomes and experiences of success.   
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My study was an attempt to shift away from a reductionist perspective 
associated with achievement gaps. Exploring how African American high school 
students formed their beliefs about learning through reflecting on their experiences 
allowed them to explain their successes and aspirations in the 21st century (Spencer et 
al., 2001).  In sum, this study challenged established stereotypical assertions that 
African American student success hinges on external presumptions of the “Black box 
or acting white” (Fordham, 1988; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Fries-Britt & Griffin, 
2007; Fryer & Torelli, 2005). The present study was intended to increase awareness 
of ways African American high school students engage with different cultural and 
social resources as part of their educational experiences of success.  
Chapter Summary 
While education is designed to acculturate a people, guide their thinking, and 
shape their behaviors (Pai et al., 2006), restricting the level of understanding and 
expectations of all students to standardized testing and minimal GPAs is limiting at 
best. In the onset of the new millennium, African American students need a level of 
education that prepares them to challenge imbalances and social and economic 
inequities that continue to exist in a nation that claims to be the leader of the free 
world. In particular, African American students of the 21st century are expected to 
become internationally competitive. Though the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act is up for renewal the NCLB, enacted in 2002, is still in effect. The focus of the 
major federal education grant initiative, “Race to the Top” (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2010a), is based on the premise that all students are expected to graduate 
from high school ready to enter college and/or a career. This secondary education 
reform initiative specifically focuses on a system or method of continuance in the 
growth of students beyond their high school graduation--in essence, development 
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from adolescence to adulthood. In order for African American students to meet the 
national college and career readiness standards (ACT, 2011), high expectations for 
student academic performance levels are essential.  Further, as African American 
students are formulating their academic self-concepts, they need to be provided with 
opportunities to discover their personal or individual and collective or group-related 
identity (Eccles, 2009).  It is during this exploration stage of the identity formation 
process that students develop their expectations for success, whereby a personal sense 
of self-efficacy helps to guide their behaviors and formulate their academic goals and 
future aspirations (Carter, 2005). 
Educational opportunities that can support African American students in their 
level of preparation for successful post-secondary experiences also include the 
provision of challenging internationally framed academic courses within rigorous 
learning environments. In sum, if school is designed to guide the thinking of African 
American students in a 21st century global society, educators will need to consider key 
contributors and conditions that can foster a culture of success among African 
American high school students. Understanding how African American high school 
students experience academic success could provide valuable insight to practitioners, 
researchers, and policy makers as national academic and accountability measures are 
being formulated to prepare an increasingly diverse student population for the 
challenges of a global society.  This study is designed to explore student perspectives 
on key influences on the lived experiences of successful African American high 
school students.  The research methods will be presented in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3 
 
Research Design and Methodology  
 
 
Qualitative inquiry is based on a premise that persons construct meaning of 
their lived experiences through social interaction with their world (Creswell, 2003). 
The framework of this study was developed from a theoretical perspective that 
assumes an individual’s world, or reality, is not a fixed, single, agreed-upon, or 
measurable phenomenon that can only be captured through quantitative research 
(Merriam, 2009).  Through case study methodology, a holistic approach was 
employed to help unveil the complexities of life experiences, illuminating truth from 
different perspectives.  Discovering truth through qualitative methods involves 
dialogue whereby valid knowledge claims were allowed to emerge based on an in-
depth interviewing process guided by substantive interview questions. As an intricate 
part of the research itself, the issues raised during the interviews were simultaneously 
interpreted, balancing the participants’ reactions and the researcher’s interpretations 
of interwoven ideas (Merriam, 2009).   
Qualitative research can have open-ended and exploratory character. This 
reflects the fact that a phenomenon sometimes must be discovered. Just as seemingly 
obvious problems, such as the perpetual achievement gap, cannot always be taken at 
face value, the meaning of success among African American students cannot be 
considered a known phenomenon. Case study methodology allowed exploration of the 
how and why of this phenomenon (Yin, 2003). For a broader, more comprehensive 
understanding of the participants' lived experiences, a multiple case study approach 
(Stake, 2006) was used to describe the perspectives of high-performing African 
American high school students in accelerated learning programs. 
 
 
69 
According to Merriam (2009),   
Qualitative case studies share with other forms of qualitative research the 
search for meaning and understanding, the researcher as the primary 
instrument of data collection and analysis, an inductive investigation strategy, 
and the end product being richly descriptive. Also, case study research 
provides an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system or what is 
actually being studied (p. 40).  
Case study research further investigates a contemporary phenomenon within 
its real-life context, whereby it is nearly impossible to separate the phenomenon from 
its context (Yin, 2009, p. 18).  
Case study research is thus a choice of what is to be studied, wherein the unit 
of analysis, not the topic of investigation, characterizes the study (Stake, 2006). In this 
study each student participant represents a unit of analysis or a case to be investigated 
within varied high school contexts. Case study focuses on detailed, in-depth data 
collection that may involve multiple sources of information. Case descriptions and 
case-based themes facilitate learning the meaning that each participant holds 
concerning his or her lived experiences (Creswell, 2007).   
Case study methodology leads to a rethinking of the phenomenon being 
studied, helping to divulge previously unknown relationships and variables.   Through 
case study the researcher wants to discover insights into the relationships between 
outcomes and personal decisions from the participants’ perspectives (Merriam, 2009, 
p. 44). Case studies are valued because they capture complex action, perception, and 
interpretation (Merriam, 2009). A major qualitative concept, purposive sampling, 
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allowed me to select participants whose experiences enabled them to form an 
understanding of the phenomenon of academic success and future aspirations.  
Through a multiple case study approach and cross-case analysis, the study revealed a 
holistic picture of the lived experiences of successful African American high school 
students in accelerated learning programs.  
 During work on a single case, the collection of cases remains mostly at the 
back of the researcher’s mind. The cases need to be similar in some ways, such as 
similar school experiences that may be easy to visualize but are harder to understand 
(Stake, 2006). The first objective of a case study is to understand the case, not the 
methods by which the case operates (Yin, 2003).  Qualitative understanding of cases 
requires experiencing the activity of the case as it occurs in its contexts and in its 
particular situation (Stake, 2006, p. 2). The interaction within an entity and across 
entities helps to recognize each case as part of an integrated system.  In this study, I 
sought to discover the meaning of the perspectives of African American high school 
students regarding their successful experiences. Boundedness of the cases across the 
varied contexts or school environments and differing individual experiences of each 
case were considered throughout the study (Stake, 2006).   
 In multicase study research, the single case is of interest because it belongs to 
a particular collection of cases, which are somehow categorically bound together.  
Stake (2006) refers to this group, category, or phenomenon as a quintain, an object or 
phenomenon or condition to be studied – not a bull’s eye but a target collection in a 
multicase study (p. 4). This concept of a quintain can be expressed as the arena or 
umbrella for the cases to be studied.  In the present study the umbrella is high-
achieving African American students situated in accelerated high school learning 
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environments, including AP programs, IB programs, and AICE programs. Though 
multicase research starts with the quintain or broadest concept, to understand it better, 
12 single cases were studied, as case study is about particularization rather than 
generalization (Stake, 2006).  
Looking at a range of similar and contrasting cases in two different school 
settings across two districts helped to specify how and why the phenomenon of 
student success is formulated in a particular manner within and across varied contexts. 
Further, multiple case study research is a qualitative approach that provides for rich, 
thick descriptions of data (Creswell, 2007), including participants’ behaviors, 
feelings, beliefs, and understandings from their perspective.  Particularly, through 
multiple case study methods, my intention was to present a comprehensive view of 
African American high school students’ perceptions of the key influences on their 
academic success and aspirations. This study was designed to investigate major 
influences on the academic performance and life aspirations of successful African 
American high school students.  The high school experience continues to serve as an 
essential element, a central underpinning, for participation in American economic, 
political, and civil society (Martinez & Klopott, 2005).  As many states experience an 
increase in diversity among student populations, and as the country strives to remain 
at the forefront of innovation, the performance of students of color is of utmost 
importance (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2007).   
Black students have made gains in both reading and math since 1970, but the 
achievement gaps between Black students and their White peers are persistent 
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2011; US Department of Education, 
Institute of Educational Sciences, 2009). The path to higher education readiness can 
primarily be traced to exposure to higher level math courses during middle school 
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years (Wimberly & Noeth, 2005) and participation in high school honors, AP, IB, 
AICE and other accelerated learning programs (ACT, 2010b).  As reported in the 
literature, opportunities to experience higher level courses at the secondary level are 
not afforded to minorities at the same rates as their White peers and are not taken 
advantage of by high performing minorities, most notably African Americans (Wang 
& Goldschmidt, 2003). While educational standards have been designed using a 
curriculum framework based on specified measurable outcomes for all students, 
according to Elliott and Dweck (2005), personal and academic readiness to achieve 
such outcomes is influenced by family, peers, the community, and the school. A 
qualitative approach allowed for the investigation of the ways that these readiness 
factors interacted with ethnic identity, academic self-efficacy, and future aspirations 
to gain a deeper understanding of success as perceived by high-achieving African 
American high school students. This qualitative study was further designed to help 
educators, policy makers, and researchers better understand the varied needs of all 
diverse groups of high school students as they experience success and formulate their 
academic and career aspirations beyond high school.   
Site Selection 
The study was exploratory in nature, taking place in the natural environment 
of African American high school students in accelerated learning programs situated 
within traditional high schools. The study participants were identified through 
purposive sampling, as this study sought to extend understanding of the phenomenon 
being investigated through exploring the lived experiences of the students from their 
perspective.  Potential study participants were found throughout school districts 
located within the Northeast Florida Region (America’s Education Guide, 2011). 
According to Enterprise Florida, the State of Florida is divided into eight key 
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economic development regions (America’s Education Guide, 2011). These micro sites 
included Northwest Region, North Central Region, Northeast Region, East Central 
Region, Tampa Bay Region, Southwest Region, South Central Region, and the 
Southeast Region. This study was conducted in high schools located in Northeast 
Florida, comprised of the seven school districts presented below in Table 4. In 
qualitative research, decisions regarding sampling are best made based on access and 
feasibility of expected reasonable coverage related to the purpose of the study (Patton, 
1990). 
Table 4 
  
Number of Schools, Traditional High Schools, District Enrollment, High School 
Enrollment for Grades 10 -12 and High School Graduation Rates by School Districts 
in the Northeast Florida Region 
__________________________________________________________________ 
District Number of 
Schools 
Number of 
High Schools 
District 
Enrollment 
High School 
Enrollment 
Grades 10-12 
Graduation 
Rate 
_____ 
Baker 
______ 
6 
______ 
1 
_________ 
5,119 
_________ 
991 
_________ 
77.5% 
Clay 41 7 36,000 8,538 81.7% 
Duval 172 21 123,040 23,816 69.6% 
Flagler 10 2 12,863 2,862 80.9% 
Nassau 15 4 11,157 2,455 84.8% 
Putnam 19 3 11,091 2,021 78.4% 
St. Johns 39 7 29,334 6,639 90.8% 
Total 302 45 228,604 47,322  
      
_________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Northeast Florida Education Guide, 2010-2011.  
www.americaseducationguide.com  
 
Site selection and participant selection specifically reflect the varied 
accelerated curriculum program offerings experienced by successful African 
American students to seek maximum variation across the students’ educational 
experiences.  The three most common accelerated curriculum programs identified 
beyond honors courses within Florida high schools include AP, IB, and AICE. Study 
participants were selected from each of these three curriculum programs.    
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Relevant sites within the Northeast Florida Region were located within 
districts that offer all three of the most common accelerated learning programs. In 
some cases the programs are distributed by area, while in other districts the 
accelerated programs are designed to serve as the district site; neither variable 
impacted the site selection process. There are a total of 45 traditional high schools 
(including junior-senior high school designs) in the seven school districts located in 
the Northeast Region of Florida.  While AP courses are offered across all districts in 
the Northeast Florida region and at most of the high schools, as shown below in Table 
5, IB diploma programs are offered in four of the seven districts and AICE programs 
are offered in three of the seven districts. Three districts offered all three of the 
identified accelerated learning programs at the high school level. Based on the above 
criteria, the possible selection sites for this study included 35 secondary schools 
across three school districts.  
The site selection criteria were further extended to include the percentages of 
African American high school students enrolled in the districts that closely reflected 
the state demographics and offered all three of the accelerated learning programs. In 
applying this additional criterion, three school districts emerged: Clay County School 
District and Duval County School District, both met or exceeded the state average of 
23% African American students in grades 10-12, and St., Johns County School 
District, which averaged approximately 17% African American students being served 
at these grade levels.  In the interest of allowing the maximum time needed to conduct 
in depth interviews of junior and senior high school students, the Duval County 
School District and the St. John’s County School District were selected based on 
being the first two of the three districts that approved the application to conduct the 
research.  
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Notably, dual enrollment and honors level academic opportunities are 
available as options in all of the high schools in the Northeast region (see Table 5 
below).  While AP options are also available in the majority of the high schools, this 
is considered part of Florida’s secondary accelerated learning/college readiness 
programs. Further, the IB and AICE Programs, along with AP, are the three most 
common accelerated learning programs. The information in Table 5 lists the 
accelerated programs available in each district and were used to determine relative 
site selection and participant selection. 
  
Table 5 
  
Accelerated Academic Programs Available at the High School Level in each School 
District in the Northeast Florida Region.  
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source: Northeast Florida Education Guide, 2010-2011. 
www.americaseducationguide.com 
 
Tables 4 and 5 above illustrate the academic program offerings across districts 
in the Northeast Florida Region. Tables 6 shows the student population by ethnic 
 
District 
 
 Academic Programs 
_________________________________________________________ 
Dual 
Enrollment 
(DE) 
 
_________ 
Honors 
 
 
 
_____ 
Advanced 
Placement 
(AP) 
 
______ 
International 
Baccalaureate 
(IB) 
 
___________ 
Advanced 
International 
Certificate of 
Education (AICE) 
_______________ 
Baker Y Y Y N N 
Clay Y Y Y Y Y 
Duval Y Y Y Y Y 
Flagler Y Y Y Y N 
Nassau Y Y Y N N 
Putnam Y Y Y N N 
St.Johns Y Y Y Y Y 
      
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
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make-up across the districts located in the Northeast Region. Tables 6 and 7 below 
show the number of African American students being served in grades 10 – 12 across 
in Duval County School District and St. Johns County School District (Florida 
Department of Education, 2012b).   Further, a relevant criterion for site selection and 
participant selection was the total school population because the number of students 
(grades 10-12) examined by school ranges from double digits to more than 2,000. In 
relation to the average student population of traditional high schools across the State 
of Florida (Florida Department of Education, 2012a), this study included the 
traditional high schools with a student population of approximately 1,000 or more 
students that also provide at least two of the most common accelerated learning 
programs. A school’s commitment to diversity in accelerated learning environments 
provides the study with the most likely representative participants with lived 
experiences that include experiencing success on advanced and international 
placement testing. Using the above criteria, eight schools (see Table 6 below) were 
identified as the desired potential sample sites.  Following the approval of the study 
by the University of North Florida IRB, I requested district and school level approval 
before I began recruiting study participants.  
Participant Selection 
 
 Two levels of sampling are usually necessary in qualitative case studies. First, 
the case to be studied is selected. Then, because the researcher was not planning to 
interview all the possible participants within the case, several cases were selected 
based on the relative criteria (Creswell, 2007).  To help find the best cases relevant to 
this study, the district profiles were reviewed including ethnic and racial data, as 
presented below in Table 6. This depiction of the ethnic and racial makeup of the 
 
 
77 
districts in the study in relation to that of the state is presented to help the readers of 
this study visualize the varied levels of diversity among the school populations.  
 
Table 6  
 
High School Populations (Grades 10 – 12) by Ethnic / Racial Makeup by School 
Districts in the Northeast Florida Region 
__________________________________________________________________ 
District 
 
 
 
___________ 
Total 
By District 
(Grades 
10-12) 
_________ 
High School Population  
Ethnic/Racial Profile by District 
(Grades 10-12) 
 
______________________________________________ 
   Number 
African 
American 
Students  
_______ 
Percent 
African 
American 
Students 
_______ 
Number 
Asian 
Students 
 
_______ 
Number 
Hispanic/
Latino 
Students 
_______ 
 
Number 
White 
Students 
 
________ 
 
Baker 991 126 12.7 5 16 827 
Clay 8,538 1,210 14.17 240 634 6,280 
Duval 23,816 10,978 46.09 1,127 1,679 9,683 
Flagler 2,862 509 17.78 77 249 1,895 
Nassau 2,455 233 9.49 23 53 2,105 
Putnam 2,021 495 24.49 12 204 1,276 
St. Johns 6,639 623 9.38 168 318 5,513 
Northeast 
Florida  
47,322 14,174 ----------- 1,652 3,153 27,579 
State of 
Florida 
 
564,002 129,952 23.04 15,087 136,904 266,738 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Northeast Florida Education Guide, 2010-2011. 
www.americaseducationguide.com 
 
Participation by African American students in three of Florida’s most common 
secondary accelerated learning programs beyond honors was reviewed and is 
presented in Table 7 below. Further, eight schools across two districts located in the 
Northeast Florida Region that offer two of the three accelerated learning programs 
situated in Florida high schools were identified as traditional schools that would most 
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likely yield eight to twelve African American participants, the relevant population for 
this study. 
  
Table 7 
Traditional High Schools located within Duval County School District of Florida’s 
Northeast Region, that Offer at Least Two of the Three Identified Accelerated 
Learning Programs, including AP, AICE and IB 
 
School Name 
Total 
Number of 
10th-12th 
Grade 
Students 
Total 
Number of 
Black 10th-
12th Grade 
Students 
Percent of 
Black 10th 
- 12th 
Grade 
Students 
AP 
Program 
IB 
Program 
AICE 
Program 
ROBERT E. LEE 
HIGH SCHOOL 1164 737 63% Y     
ANDREW 
JACKSON HIGH 
SCHOOL 601 568 95% Y     
BALDWIN 
MIDDLE-SENIOR 
HIGH SCH 450 100 22% Y     
PAXON 
SCHOOL/ADVAN
CED STUDIES 1018 368 36% Y Y   
TERRY PARKER 
HIGH SCHOOL 1154 593 51% Y Y   
ENGLEWOOD 
HIGH SCHOOL 1291 428 33% Y     
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JEAN RIBAULT 
HIGH SCHOOL 742 717 97% Y Y   
DOUGLAS 
ANDERSON 
SCHOOL OF THE 833 176 21% Y     
STANTON 
COLLEGE 
PREPARATORY 1144 289 25% Y Y   
WILLIAM M. 
RAINES HIGH 
SCHOOL 705 691 98% Y   Y 
DUNCAN U. 
FLETCHER HIGH 
SCHOOL 1651 274 17% Y   Y 
SAMUEL W. 
WOLFSON HIGH 
SCHOOL 1066 619 58% Y Y   
SANDALWOOD 
HIGH SCHOOL 2161 689 32% Y     
NATHAN B. 
FORREST HIGH 
SCHOOL 909 513 56% Y   Y 
EDWARD H. 
WHITE HIGH 
SCHOOL 1334 724 54% Y Y   
MANDARIN 
HIGH SCHOOL 1994 415 21% Y   Y 
FIRST COAST 
HIGH SCHOOL 1519 850 56% Y     
ATLANTIC 
COAST HIGH 
SCHOOL 1433 504 35% Y     
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Table 8 
 
Traditional High Schools located within St. Johns County School District of Florida’s 
Northeast Region, that Offer at Least Two of the Three Identified Accelerated 
Learning Programs, including AP, AICE and IB 
 
School 
Name 
Total 
Number 
of 10th-
12th 
Grade 
Students 
Total 
Number 
of Black 
10th-
12th 
Grade 
Students 
Percent 
of Black 
10th - 
12th 
Grade 
Students 
Advanced 
Placement 
AP Program 
International 
Baccalaureate 
IB Program 
Advanced 
Internatio
nal 
Certificate 
of 
Education 
AICE 
Program 
ST. 
AUGUSTIN
E HIGH 
SCHOOL 1257 202 16% Y   Y 
ALLEN D 
NEASE 
SENIOR 
HIGH SCHO 1166 71 6% Y Y   
PEDRO 
MENENDEZ 
HIGH 
SCHOOL 1009 75 7% Y Y   
BARTRAM 
TRAIL HIGH 
SCHOOL 1209 48 4% Y     
PONTE 
VEDRA 
HIGH 
SCHOOL 1139 18 2% Y     
CREEKSIDE 
HIGH 
SCHOOL 1222 53 4% Y     
__________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Note: Adapted from “AP and SAT Report, 2012”, Florida Department of Education, 
2013. 
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Through purposive sampling the student participants for this study were high-
achieving African American high school students who were identified as having at 
least a 3.0 cumulative un-weighted GPA in their core curriculum courses and situated 
within one or two of the three identified accelerated educational 
environments/contexts, including IB, AICE, or AP. Many colleges and universities 
use a GPA adjustments system during the application process, which provides 
additional credit to students who have participated in accelerated learning programs 
(Mattern & Patterson, 2011). When calculating the weighted GPA for college entry, a 
student earning an un-weighted GPA 3.0 or mid-range grade of B might show an 
adjusted GPA of 4.0 or above, which is considered a competitive college entry 
criterion. Furthermore, students who have met the application criteria and have 
remained eligible to participate in an IB diploma program or AICE program were also 
considered high achieving and academically successful for the purposes of this study.  
While AP may be considered more typical, AICE and IB are more atypical, even in 
21st century secondary educational environments, supporting a more robust and 
compelling overall multi-case study design (Yin, 2003). The study sample consisted 
of twelve participants across the study districts, including at least two representatives 
from each of the three accelerated learning programs and both females and males.  
Upon the University of North Florida IRB approval, I contacted Duval County 
School District and St. Johns County School District through a letter of request to 
conduct the study (see Appendix A) and completed a district application where 
applicable. Following the approval process at the district level, I contacted the 
principals at the two sights in two districts and met the number of respondents sought 
in this study.  
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Principals were contacted by phone and received a letter explaining the focus 
of the study, the target population, and ways confidentiality of student participants 
would be maintained throughout the study, expected use of findings, and a procedural 
study timeline. During this phase of the process, I requested a designated school site 
contact, someone who worked closely with the students, such as a guidance counselor 
or on-site accelerated program contact.  
After school principals gave approval for the study to be conducted at their 
sites, a follow-up meeting I immediately met with the designated school site contact. 
During the initial face-to-face meeting all of the details of the study were discussed. 
Thereafter, information on the study was delivered to the school site. The process of 
participant recruitment began immediately, based on a guide that identified the 
relevant potential study volunteers. The on-site contact was asked to help identify 
African American seniors in accelerated learning programs who maintained a 
cumulative 3.0 un-weighted GPA in their core curriculum courses.  At this point of 
recruitment, to extend the level of variation among the participant sample (Patton, 
1990), I asked the gatekeeper to also identify potential male and female study 
participants.  As counselors and program coordinators are often the most familiar with 
the students, I asked them to assist in identifying students who were more willing to 
share their lived experiences in a study conducted through the in-depth interview 
process.  
After the list of potential volunteer participants were identified with the 
assistance of the site contact, I asked the site contact to schedule a brief meeting 
allowing me to share the details of the study with the group, to help establish an initial 
rapport, and to invite the potential respondents to join the study. During that meeting 
eligible students received a student demographic questionnaire (see Appendix B), 
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aspirations beyond high school survey questions (see Appendix C), letter of consent 
(see Appendix D), a parental letter of consent (see Appendix E) and / or a student 
letter of assent (see Appendix F). Students were given a choice of returning the 
documents to the school contact or mailing the documents to me using the enclosed 
preaddressed stamped envelope.  
Steps in the process described above resulted in twelve African American 
study participants in accelerated programs across two different traditional high school 
sites, with one site being located within the St. Johns County School District and one 
site being located within the Duval County School District.  
Once identified, each of the twelve participants received a letter of acceptance 
to participate in the study (see Appendix G). The site contact and the students were 
given my email address and telephone number to schedule individual interview 
appointments. All attempts were made to accommodate the participants’ schedules 
and provide opportunities for them to ask questions, seek clarification, and share 
concerns about the study.   
Researcher Background and Positionality  
 
As a mother of two high-achieving African American high school students and 
one accomplished college graduate, I must disclose that I am inquisitive about the 
internal and external factors that contribute to the success of African American 
students. Also, as an African American school administrator who has worked in 
ethnically diverse public school environments across elementary, middle, and high 
school levels over the past two and a half decades, I have observed many minority 
students taking ownership of their learning, which has certainly influenced my focus 
on this study. Further, as a member of my school district’s Gap Commission, I had an 
opportunity to help facilitate an African American high school focus group centered 
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on the academic achievement gap. In that session 23 students mostly, African 
American, voiced their concerns about how people perceived Black students as “gap 
kids,” perhaps viewed less than academic, by their white peers, their teachers, and the 
community. As a secondary school administrator who is African American, I was 
intrigued, as the participants were very academically successful across standard, 
honors, AP, and IB courses and programs.  
In preparation for joining the Gap Commission group in sharing our 
experience of the focus group findings, I did a follow-up face-to-face interview with 
four volunteer students from the focus group discussion. My experience of this face-
to-face interview process with minority students was a critical turning point in my 
development as a qualitative research practitioner seeking to find varied ways to 
ascertain students’ perceptions of their school experiences, in order to discover 
different ways of thinking about the minority student achievement gap. In reflecting 
on my experiences of using face-to-face interviews to expand our understanding of 
the achievement gap, I consider this inquiry experience and contributing to integration 
of information on ways to examine minority student achievement as my expression of 
Eisner’s (1993) concepts of educational connoisseurship and criticism,  
There is no inclination…to suggest that there is only one way to see 
something… Promoting the ability to see a process or a work from multiple 
perspectives is consistent with connoisseurship… we should recognize the 
constraints and affordances of any form of representation we elect to use for 
understanding…The tools we employ for noticing have an enormous impact 
on what it is that we become aware of. If we want to replete, fulsome, 
generous, complex picture of a classroom, a teacher, or a student, we need 
approaches to the perception of such phenomena and, in addition, a form of 
representation that will make those features vivid… To talk about the impact 
of forms of representation of [information] is to recognize that symbol systems 
are not neutral. The way in which language is used [in characterizing, 
identifying, interpreting, and reporting minority student success] matters 
(Eisner, 1998, p. 43). 
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When asked by the superintendent what was going to be my focus, as I 
returned to high school level administration a few years ago, I responded, “gaining a 
better understanding of how 21st century high school students learn.” From that point, 
I intentionally spent over 80% of the school day in the classroom, the media center, 
guidance department, and the cafeteria, making connections with students in their 
different learning environments, courses, academic programs, and extra-curricular 
clubs and activities. While studying the data of struggling learners, largely African 
American, Black students from different countries including Nigeria, Haitian, 
Russian, Hispanic, Latino, Native American, and White, and working on Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP), I also found myself looking closely at the data of successful 
African American and Black student learners across general and accelerated learning 
programs.  One idea that came from these experiences resulted in my working with 
volunteers to establish small college readiness mentoring groups for African 
American students. Working in close proximity with academically successful African 
American students at a diverse high school, located in the Northeast Florida Region, 
has helped me develop effective ways to communicate with adolescent students. 
Making substantive connections through open dialogue with high school students also 
helped me to be better prepared to support the study participants in sharing their 
stories through a process of effective in-depth interviewing. 
 
My goal as the researcher of this study was to accurately reflect the 
participants’ perspectives of their lived experiences as successful African American 
high school students across varied accelerated learning programs. In working toward 
this goal, it was important for me to acknowledge and monitor my personal biases and 
perspectives throughout the study process, including data collection, analysis, and 
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reporting. As Creswell (2009) has observed, “Qualitative research is a form of inquiry 
in which researchers make an interpretation of what they see, hear, and understand… 
[Such] interpretations cannot be separated from the researcher’s own background, 
history, context, and prior understandings” (Creswell, 2007, p. 39).   
Throughout this study, as a researcher, I was aware that an inductive approach 
allowed for deeper exploration of the data when seeking to gain meaning from 
individuals’ experiences and perspectives. The analysis was also somewhat deductive 
based on the specific areas of academic efficacy, ethnic identity awareness, and future 
aspirations being explored within my research (Braun & Clark, 2006). Peer review by 
my educator colleagues who recently or are currently engaged in master’s or doctoral 
level research, was a helpful tool in the process of monitoring and minimizing my 
personal biases and maintain an open-mind approach throughout the process of the 
study including data collection, analysis, and reporting. Reflecting on the quality of 
my work with other researchers throughout the project, and discussing the findings 
with the participants, provided a more thorough and reliable process of analysis. Two 
research colleagues that recently used thematic analysis in their thesis, presented their 
coding suggestions for words and phrases in the transcribed interview data, which 
allowed me to engage in a more comprehensive process of analysis for maintaining 
reliability checks while engaging with the data. Further, discussing findings with 
participants provided me more insight about what was intended in some responses and 
helped to formulate clearer ways to present the information in the final report.  
My search for deeper understanding in the area of success among African 
American high school students leads me to explore the many aspects of this 
phenomenon that I do not yet know or understand.  I am admittedly familiar with the 
multiple aspects of the high school environment and successful African American 
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students who are situated within varied curriculum programs. However, throughout 
this study I continuously worked on balancing my roles as a researcher and an 
administrator in seeking to discover the personal perspectives of volunteer student 
participants.  To credibly represent the voices of the student participants, each 
interview in this multi-case study was analyzed using the flexible phases of thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006, p.87), presented in Figure 2 below.  
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Figure 2: 
Phases of Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.87) 
Phase     Description of the Process 
 
1 Familiarize yourself         Transcribing data when necessary, reading and 
with your data:          re-reading the data, making notes of initial ideas. 
 
2 Generating initial codes: Coding interesting features of the data in a 
systematic fashion across the entire data set, 
collating data relevant to each code. 
 
3 Searching for themes: Collating codes into potential themes, gathering 
all data potentially related to each theme. 
 
4 Reviewing themes:  Checking if the themes work in relation to the 
coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set 
 (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the 
analysis. 
 
5 Defining and naming On-going analysis to refine the specifics of each     
themes: theme, and the overall story the analysis tells, 
generating clear definitions and names for each 
theme. 
 
6 Producing the report The final opportunity for analysis is selection of 
vivid, compelling extract examples, final 
analysis of selected extracts, relating back to the 
analysis of the research questions and literature, 
producing a scholarly report of the analysis.  
 
In accordance with Boyatzis’ (1998) description of thematic analysis, this 
research focused beyond the semantic explicit levels of identification, progressing 
from description to interpretation to an extended latent level of analysis. Boyatzis 
suggested that an enhanced analysis entails identifying “the underlying ideas, 
assumptions, and conceptualizations  … involving a process of considering meanings 
and identifying themes from searching across the data set to provide a finished 
product that contains an account of what was done and why” (p. 84).  
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Data Collection Methods 
Qualitative inquiry is embedded in human understanding through forms of 
direct interfacing with participants to derive a holistic portrayal of their lived 
experiences (Creswell, 2007). For this multi-case study, the process of collecting 
information involved in-depth interviews.  As Creswell (2007) suggested, the most 
useful information is best ascertained by conducting one-on-one, face-to-face 
interviews, which was applicable in this case study of African American high school 
students in accelerated learning programs.  
The use of an interview approach in conducting case study calls for the 
researcher to identify relevant cases, which was achieved through purposive sampling 
to access participants who had real life experience with the phenomenon. In seeking 
to accurately reflect participants’ stories, it was essential to interview participants who 
were “not hesitant to speak out and share their ideas” (Creswell, 2007, p. 133).  
Further, effective interviewing is a process that is guided by the study 
questions. As an intricate part of the research process, the researcher was challenged 
to establish and maintain rapport with participants. To practice my interview 
techniques and review some possible interview questions, in early Spring of 2011, I 
interviewed four Black student volunteers who were participating in a college 
readiness small mentoring group program. All four students were seniors that had 
received at least one letter of acceptance to a four-year college or university, 
indicating they had previously met the criteria for admission to college. Three of the 
students were African Americans from Florida and one student had recently relocated 
from the Caribbean.  All four students took at least one Advanced Placement Course 
during their junior and senior years and two students were in the IB Diploma 
Program. The experience of the pilot study informed me about how students structure 
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their in-class and out of class activities according their bell schedule, which helped in 
addressing setting a reasonable time of 60 minutes for the interviews. The participant 
feedback indicated the importance of being acknowledged, listened to, and heard, 
essential components of preparedness to conduct interview research. At the end of one 
interview, the participant asked me to come back, which I did, as the initial process 
was a bit challenging leading to brief responses. All interviewees noted that they were 
excited about being given an opportunity to tell their stories. This pilot study was 
helpful to the participants, as each student was in the process of completing their 
spring college applications and the early stages of preparing for their interviews for 
academic scholarships, with the focus of the interviews on academics, community 
service activities, and their college selection. This pilot study helped with the 
development of the protocol for the student interview (see Appendix J), with ways to 
establish rapport with a high school student interviewee and with a structure for 
asking how and why questions using familiar terms.  
Maintaining the focus of the study, I used the interview process to most 
accurately reflect intended meanings expressed by each of the participants across all 
the cases in the study. In seeking to accurately present the expressed perceptions of 
high school students, a semi-structured interview format was determined to be most 
appropriate for this study (Merriam, 2009), providing a balanced approach between 
structured and unstructured.  This type of interview assumes that the participants can 
define their world as individuals. To support the student participants through the 
process of expressing their perceptions, the interview included a mix of flexibly 
worded and less structured questions (see Appendix I). Several open-ended interview 
questions were adapted from the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ; Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, & McKeachie, 1991). This resource is properly cited 
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in the document references. The questions were designed to help ascertain the key 
influences that high school students attribute to their levels of academic self-efficacy, 
self-regulated learning behaviors, and ethnic identity. The interview questions in the 
section on ethnic identity were adapted from the Racial – Ethnic Identity Subscales 
(Oyserman, Grant, & Ager, 1995) that focused on ethnic awareness and school 
persistence.  Approval to adapt and use this resource is properly cited in the document 
references (see Appendix K).  
To help facilitate an engaging interview with African American senior high school 
students in accelerated learning environments, several different types of questions 
were used (Patton, 1990). In exploring possible key influences of academic self-
efficacy as perceived by the students, experience questions were used to help them 
reflect on their past actions and activities (see Appendix I).  Background questions 
such as those presented in the demographic questionnaire (see Appendix B) helped 
participants reflect on their recorded cumulative academic progress and their 
individual and family backgrounds.  To delve into participant perceptions about the 
self as African American or Black, belief and feeling questions about ethnicity and 
beyond high school aspirations were used (see Appendices C and I).  
Once the parents agreed, I set the interviews up through a school contact, 
according to the convenience of the student’s schedule. I traveled to the participants’ 
schools to conduct the interviews.  Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes.  
Specifically, the guidance office in a high school is a familiar location to most 
students and lends itself to face-to-face audio recording of interviews. In the high 
school environment, it is important to note that guidance counselors are essentially the 
gatekeepers of the students. Their roles encompassed academic advisement and 
comprehensive guidance and counseling throughout the overall high school 
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experience.  In both schools, I worked closely with the school guidance department 
and administration in the process of recruiting student volunteers, as well as ongoing 
participant access and support necessary to conduct the study.   
To establish rapport with potential student volunteers prior to the interview, I used 
an interview protocol (see Appendix J) to review the purpose of the study, the 
approximate amount of time needed for the interview (no longer than 60 minutes), 
possible use of the results of the study, noting no foreseeable risks in the study, and 
the provisions within the study for maintaining confidentiality. Participants, parents, 
and the schools, were provided my contact details for clarifications, questions, or 
concerns about the research. 
During the interview, it was important that I stay on topic with the questions and 
complete the interview within the established time frame. Also, to ensure that the 
participant information was captured thoroughly, all components of the recording 
equipment was reliable, and an extra recorder was available. Further, actively 
listening and observing the interviewees was critical, as is effectively using the 
protocol to record information, especially in the event of a malfunction with the 
audio-recording.  Active listening for effective interviewing entailed note-taking that 
included the respondent’s reactions and was part of the reflective phase just after the 
interview was conducted (Merriam, 2009).    
As presented by Merriam (2009), verbatim transcription of the interviews and the 
interview format provided me with a comprehensive database that supported a more 
informed analysis. In this multiple case study, the participants had a bound connection 
in that they were high-achieving African American high school students in an 
accelerated learning program.  However, because the programs and the sites in which 
they were located differed in context, an on-going analysis throughout data collection 
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and transcription, allowed me to capture the differences as well as the similarities 
across cases (Stake, 2006).  
Effective data management is essential to the research process. A timeline, 
including the travel, interview process, transcribing, coding and correcting, was 
established and updated throughout the data collection process.  To help ensure 
consistency across the various aspects of the study, and help me understand my data, I 
developed and used a document file and an excel data tracking system that allowed 
me to review and code the data to saturation. As the interviewer, I tape-recorded each 
interview, while also taking manual notes to help capture non-verbal communication. 
As the interviewer, I had firsthand knowledge of information relayed by the 
participants and also completed the transcription of the interview data. The data were 
transcribed as soon as possible, with each initial coding being completed within 2 
days of the interview, to help ensure in depth meaning and to maintain a more 
credible basis for continuous thematic and cross-case analysis. All data were 
maintained through the established system of data management using the steps 
presented above. All data were kept in a designated secured location and any 
information sent to or from the University was sent through the secured system 
provided by the University of North Florida.   
According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness is important to supporting 
qualitative research and findings of qualitative studies. Trustworthiness is defined in 
terms of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985). Trustworthiness criteria were met in this study through the (Add the 
evidence here) following: development and use of a timeline as part of audit process, 
member checking, peer review, debriefing sessions with committee members, 
researcher reflective commentary, my description and understanding of my role as 
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researcher, rich thick descriptions and detailed background on the context of the 
study, constant comparative analysis, a comprehensive description of the study 
methodology, and audit process.  
Credibility refers to the ways the findings are informed and the interpretation of 
the information gathered from the perspective of the participants.  The findings in this 
study were informed by the purposive sampling and selection of successful African 
American high school students enrolled in varied accelerated programs during the 
study, in order to better understand their success. The two high-school study sites 
were located in two different school districts within the Northeast Florida Region. The 
high schools were traditional grade and program structure including grade level 9 to 
12 and had a demographic make – up for African Americans in grades 10 to 12 that 
was similar to the State of Florida.  Face-to-face interviews were conducted at their 
school-site, at the time of their choosing. The research questions were formulated 
based on a comprehensive and substantive literature review on beyond high school 
readiness and student academic achievement among African American students. The 
potential list of 23 student participants, was reduced by 11, based on the 12 students 
who returned their signed consent forms within a three week period after the study 
information session. The Student Interview Protocol (Appendix J) was the guideline 
used in order to stay focused and establish open communication and create an 
environment of listening, attending to both verbal and non-verbal expressions. The 
interview questions (see Appendix I) were formulated from questions used in 
previous large and small - scale survey and interview studies in gathering information 
about ethnic identity and academic efficacy and aspirations.  Transferability is made 
possible in qualitative research through providing the readers with a comprehensive 
description of the research situation, questions, and methods. The present case study 
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was not designed to provide for generalizing the findings; however, the reader is 
provided with clear information about two different settings, describing the context of 
the study. Transferability is possible, as readers are ideally able to make connections 
based on similarities found in the report. The multiple cases in two settings, the 
researcher’s connoisseurship in secondary education, and the multiple data collection 
procedures, including an information questionnaire and open-ended and semi-
structured interview   Dependability, the steps in the thematic analysis used to analyze 
and interpret the data provided a flexible guide to create a flow of development of the 
data from the initial coding phase.  My notes during the interview, recording of 
participant gestures, clarifying of responses, and repeating this process during 
transcription, provided a framework for formulating my interpretations. To maintain 
objectivity throughout the process of data collection and analysis, colleagues who 
recently completed graduate studies, provided different perspectives on coding and 
themes.  
Researcher bias is minimized and confirmability addressed through allowing the 
research questions to guide the study goal in understanding the perspectives of 
African American high school students on their experiences of academic success and 
beyond high school readiness. The use of three data collection instruments to provide 
students different ways to present their perspectives on their success, include a 
demographic information questionnaire (see Appendix B), a questionnaire on beyond 
high school aspirations (see Appendix C), and open-ended interview questions (see 
Appendix I). As an educational leader who has served in the K – 12 system for the 
last 27 years, including varied experiences of working as a coordinator of the middle 
and high school dropout prevention programs, an elementary school principal and a 
9th grade principal, as well as working at each school level from elementary, middle, 
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high school, and working as a district curriculum specialist working with PK, district 
charter schools, and the principal leadership program…it was essential that I had 
regular discussions, monthly and sometimes weekly, about my study and the different 
types of influences that I may have needed to be more reflexive to help minimize 
possible bias and consciously maintain a perspective that resulted in the data 
consistently driving the study.  
In my current role as a high school administrator, I was aware of the possible 
influence that I could have during the interview with the student participants and I 
took great care to note throughout and after the interview whether the participants 
appeared to relaxed and comfortable to be able to share an open account of their 
perceptions of their success experiences.  
In the present study, there is an assumption that accelerated learning programs 
such as AP, IB and AICE are designed to prepare students for success at the post-
secondary level (ACT, 2011). The participants were further identified as successful 
based on being on track for a scholastic diploma according to Florida State 
Department of requirements, a passing score on the FCAT or ACT, and at least a 3.0 
un-weighted GPA in core curriculum areas (Florida Department of Education, 2011b).  
It was also assumed that African American students in IB or AICE programs 
demonstrate successful academic outcomes prior to being accepted into the programs 
(Evan et al., 2006). Another assumption was that African American students in IB and 
AICE programs network with their peers through problem solving or critical thinking 
activities or participate in peer review or writing teams as part of the international 
curricular program (Mayer, 2008).   I was able to communicate effectively with the 
participants during the study, by allowing each student to express his or her voice 
throughout the process of the study.   
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Ethical Considerations.  Participants’ names and personal information were 
kept confidential. Participants in the senior class received a letter of assent explaining 
the details of the study.  Student participants ages 16 and 17 received student assent 
letters (see Appendix H) and their parents received parent consent letters (see 
Appendix G), while student participants 18 and 19 received consent letters (see 
Appendix F). Furthermore, all letters explained the details of the study and were sent 
to potential participants throughout the recruiting process.  
 Next, each potential participant was made aware and reminded that 
participation was solely on a voluntary basis and withdrawal from the study could 
occur at any time without fear of any consequences to the person or the site. 
Participants, especially high school students, needed to be clear about the focus of the 
study and their part in the study, understanding how and why the information was 
collected and how the results would be used. Participants were provided with 
information on foreseeable risks that could be associated with their participation in the 
study. 
Other considerations of confidentiality included the management of the data. 
Students were informed that their personal information would be maintained using a 
secure server at the University of North Florida. As information from the interviews 
was transcribed, participants could be confident that I continuously sought to express 
their intended meaning of their experiences, telling their story their way.  Pseudonyms 
were used to protect participants’ confidentiality, audio files were destroyed after 
written transcripts have been developed, and real names of participants matched to 
their pseudonyms were secured and stored separately from transcripts. These 
measures helped to ensure the level of confidentiality described in parent informed 
consent and student assent and consent letters. 
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Data Analysis and Validity of Data 
Qualitative data analysis is an inductive and interactive process (Lichtman, 
2006). A systematic approach to analysis and interpretation was needed so that the 
researcher could bring order and understanding to the study.  Continued reflection 
during data collection, asking analytical questions, and note-taking are essential 
aspects of the ongoing process of case study analysis (Creswell, 2007). 
When conducting research using a case study design it is essential to identify 
the unit of analysis (Merriam, 2009). In this study, the case consisted of successful 
African American high school students in accelerated learning environments. This 
student group is considered a bounded unit, as there are a limited number of African 
American student participants in accelerated learning programs at the high school 
level.  According to Merriam (2009), each case is not separate from its context; 
thereby, this study was composed of 12 case studies sharing common characteristics. 
African American students who participated in the AP, IB, and AICE programs within 
two high schools across two districts comprised the case study matrix that was used to 
conduct a cross-case analysis.  
In conducting a multi-case study, there are two conceptual orientations that 
contribute to the reader’s understanding of the bounded concept, or quintain, of the 
study (Stake, 2006). The challenge is for the researcher to: 
Keep both conceptual orientations alive throughout the process of writing the 
assertions of the final report. The themes preserve the main research questions 
and the findings preserve the personalization or special circumstances of the 
cases.  When the themes and the individual factors meet they appear as both 
consolidated and an extension of understanding. (Stake, 2006, p. 40)  
 
 Each case is studied to gain understanding of that particular entity as it is 
situated.  Although any one case will be similar to other cases, it will also have its 
own features.  Comprehension or deep understanding of a phenomenon requires 
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knowing not only how it works and does not work in general, independent of local 
conditions, but how it works under various local conditions (Stake, 2006).  Looking 
across the case studies of African American students in AP, IB and AICE programs, I 
was able to explore how students across different learning environments view their 
success. Performing a multiple case analysis strengthen the study by providing for a 
better understanding of each case (Merriam, 2009).  
I maintained a focus on the experiences of individuals throughout the study in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the internal and external key contributors to 
the success of high-performing students of African American heritage in accelerated 
high school learning environments. It is important that the researcher using cross-case 
analysis “maintain a balance in the cross-case analysis whereby attention focuses on 
the themes as well as the complexity and contextuality of the case” (Stake, 2006, p. 
307). The quintain in this study was the focus on African American student success 
across accelerated programs, each of which have different curricular standards and 
program guidelines. In a multicase analysis, the researcher is further challenged to 
deal with composites of findings among the cases. In the reporting phase, the 
researcher determines the level of depth required in order to convey accurate and 
complete coverage of the findings, including merging factors when it seems necessary 
to illuminate complexity within the findings (p. 308).  
 Situated within the real world, through analytical strategies, the researcher 
seeks to “turn the world into a series of representations, in this case through 
interviews, conversations, recordings, and memos to the self” (Creswell, 2007, p. 36, 
as cited by Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3).  Beyond the natural setting of a traditional 
high school situation, the participants in the present study were situated across three 
different accelerated learning environments that vary by program. Developing a 
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comprehensive picture of each case allowed for the cross-case analysis of 
perspectives relative to three major accelerated learning programs, namely AP, IB and 
AICE. (Describe differences in programs here and in findings with note of student 
who said the IB was more difficult and that AP is not a certificated program but is 
used in conjunction with AICE and IB, as prerequisites). This approach allowed me to 
identify the complex interactions of key factors within each case and across cases. 
Through an inductive data analysis process, the transcriptions of participant responses 
were organized into a comprehensive set of themes. Moreover, discovering the 
abstractions and themes in each case as presented in Table 9 below allowed me to 
focus on capturing the meaning that each participant holds about the phenomenon of 
his or her academic success and career aspirations. As a key instrument in the data 
collection and analysis process, I sought to maximize opportunities for collecting and 
producing meaningful information. Establishing guidelines that allowed for the level 
of ambiguity and fluidity, including analyzing the responses to understand each case 
as well as the cross case reflection necessary in this qualitative inquiry process to 
ensure that the reporting of a comprehensive understanding of all the study cases.  
Further, a multiple case study approach using in-depth interviewing allowed spoken 
words to be examined for themes, dimensions, or categories (Creswell, 2007). 
Member-checking allowed for more accuracy of some interview data. A constant 
comparative approach is an ongoing process of analysis as presented in Table 9 below 
was used throughout the data collection process to allow for new data to be compared 
to previously collected data to help guide the study and formulate the themes.  
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Table 9: Interview Data Coding for themes showing illustrating individual participant 
responses to a set of interview questions and across participant responses to individual 
interview questions. 
Participant 1 
Sample responses 
to questions 1  & 2 
Column 1 
 Data 
Column 2 
Coding 
Column 3 
Categories 
Column 4 
Patterns 
/Themes 
Participant 1 / Q-1 
Why did you 
decide to 
participate in your 
accelerated 
learning program? 
at first I decided 
in middle school 
in 8th grade …1- 
all my other 
friends were 
…I’m going to 
apply at AICE 
…cause  2- I 
never heard of… 
1- Friends 
applying 
2- Decided in 
middle 
school 
3- Never 
heard of 
AICE 
before 
1. Family 
4- Sister 
benefit
ted 
from 
progra
m 
Decision based 
on family past 
practices/ 
participation 
 
5- Seen as 
a benefit 
Participant 1 / Q-2 
Reflect on a recent 
assignment that 
you considered 
very difficult and 
then share how 
you handled the 
situation? 
Oh we have a  1 
literary device 
notebook in 
English class 
and we have 
twenty terms 
and two 
examples each, 
so its kind of, 
you have to 2 
analyze it 
yourself  
1. Literary 
device 
notebook-
in English 
class 
2. Analyze it 
yourself 
3. Connect it 
to themes 
4. Helps me 
to get 
organized 
1. Essay 
2. Was 
person
ally 
interes
ting  
3. Not 
good 
in 
history 
4. Motiva
ted by  
Specific current 
assignment 
 
Knows 
challenging 
subjects 
 
5. Hoping 
for a 
good 
grade 
     
Sample responses 
to the same 
question 1 by two 
different 
participants 
Column 1 
 Data 
Column 2 
Coding 
Column 3 
Categories 
Column 4 
Patterns 
/Themes 
Participant 4- 
Questions 1  
Why did you 
decide to 
participate in your 
accelerated 
learning program? 
at first I decided 
in middle school 
in 8th grade …1- 
all my other 
friends were 
…I’m going to 
apply at AICE 
…cause  2- I 
never heard of it 
before so at first 
I was ,… I guess 
I should too. … 
6- Friends 
applying 
7- Decided in 
middle 
school 
8- Never 
heard of 
AICE 
before 
9- Learned 
more  
2. Family 
10- Sister 
benefit
ted 
from 
progra
m 
Decision based 
on family past 
practices/ 
participation 
 
11- Seen as 
a benefit 
Participant 11  
Why did you 
decide to 
participate in your 
accelerated 
learning program? 
Having a brother 
who was in an 
AL program was 
one reason that I 
knew it was right 
for me.  
Important life 
decisions can be 
made in middle 
6. Literary 
device 
notebook-
in English 
class 
7. Analyze it 
yourself 
8. Connect it 
to themes 
5. Essay 
6. Was 
person
ally 
interes
ting  
7. Not 
good 
in 
Specific current 
assignment 
 
Knows 
challenging 
subjects 
Hoping for a 
good grade 
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In familiarizing myself with the interview data, interviews were audio 
recorded and notes were taken during the interview to capture gestures. During the 
initial stages of transcription I reflected on the interview process and including my 
notes in the coding, reading and re-reading and noting ideas in reference to both the 
interview questions, study questions, and responses. The above example illustrates the 
use of coding across the interview question set of twenty-two items, in seeking to 
capture the voices and perspectives of each individual interviewee. The example also 
illustrates the next step in the analysis reviewing the entire set of participant responses 
to each individual interview question, identifying interesting features and themes, and 
extending the analysis of the themes to the development of thematic maps. In the final 
analysis across the cases, refining the themes using within and across the study 
interest frames of academic efficacy, ethnic identity awareness, and future aspirations. 
Then, extracts relating the analysis back to the research questions and literature, were 
selected in seeking to produce a comprehensive reflexive report (Braun & Clark, 
2006, pg. 79). 
In applying a cross-case approach to analysis, I developed a plan that lends 
itself to the holistic nature of the study, relying on “methodological congruence” 
(Morse & Richards, 2002, 2007, as cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 43), whereby the 
purposes, questions, and methods of the study are interconnected, allowing the voices 
of the participants to carry the story (Creswell, 2007).  
 Stake (2006) described the complexity of multicase study as a “case-quintain 
dilemma, whereby the researcher seeks to understand each case in relationship to the 
bounded phenomenon balanced with reflecting the specific purpose served by each 
case within the overall scope of the inquiry” (p. 6). “While the multiple case study 
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project as a whole will have its plan and organization, so will the study of each 
individual case” (Stake, 2006, p. 1). To establish and maintain a level of 
“methodological congruence” throughout the study, cross-case analysis was used. 
Further, the analysis involved developing and implementing a systematic approach in 
collecting, coding and summarizing the data to help “accurately capture and interpret 
the study participants’ perspectives, relative demographics, context information, 
uniqueness of cases, prominence of themes, expected utility for developing themes, 
and conceptual factors” (Stake, 2006, p. 47).  To further develop an in-depth portrait 
of the cases in this study, a cross-case data analysis approach was employed to 
ascertain the levels of similarities and differences within and across cases (Creswell, 
2007, p. 172), as well as possible assertions that may have evolved from patterns 
found throughout the process of analysis.  
 Considering my own background as a secondary school educator (add 
connasuirship, and being a novice researcher, a thematic analysis framework allowed 
me to use the different theoretical perspectives, in the study, providing the flexibility 
needed for “identifying, analyzing, and reporting the themes within [and across] the 
data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.78). 
Chapter Summary 
 This study was designed to gain insight from the perspectives of successful 
African American high school students who participated in accelerated learning 
programs about key influences on their academic performance and life aspirations.  
As qualitative inquiry is embedded in human understanding through forms of direct 
interfacing with participants, this study sought to derive a holistic portrayal of the 
lived experiences of successful African American high school students (Creswell, 
2007). In accordance with Eisner (1998), one main goal of this qualitative study was 
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to determine its potential usefulness in demystifying aspects of student success, 
particularly motives and aspirations among high-achieving African American 
students. In-depth, individual, face-to-face interviewing was conducted, guided by the 
research questions and the interview protocol. A comprehensive cross-case data 
analysis framework was used to bring coherence and insight to participants’ lived 
experiences of key influences on student success and contributors to their aspirations. 
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Chapter 4 
FINDINGS AND DATA ANALYSIS 
ALEX (exert from one interview response) 
… It is important to speak on things... not saying anything does not mean there is nothing to 
say. Not speaking out could be a cover or holdback not to let people know who you really 
are… Others may benefit and gain more confidence [from your story]… What is in the head 
does not get resolved by staying inside the head…I can… think about the level of pressure 
and learning that have shaped my life ... open up from my heart, and assure myself that what I 
am doing now is what I need to do to make a difference in this life… 
 
Introduction  
The extract presented above is taken from the interview and represents key 
themes within the findings of the research. This chapter presents the analysis of 
questionnaire data, and interview data collected from twelve African American 
students successfully participating in accelerated academic programs in two school 
districts in the Northeast Florida Region. A cross-case analysis guided by the steps in 
the thematic analysis process (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used to capture and report 
the perspective of high school students on their academic success and beyond high 
school readiness.   
In an effort to investigate the perceptions of key influences on the success of 
African American high school students in AICE, AP or IB programs, demographic 
information questionnaires, and questionnaires on student aspirations beyond high 
school were implemented. The questionnaires allowed me to further personalize the 
interview data, as I sought to gain the deepest understanding of the experiences of 
success of each participant. In the next section, a brief description of each participant 
is presented. A pseudonym was used to maintain the anonymity of each participant.  
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Table 10: Demographic Summary of Study Participants   
Pseudonym  Gender Grade 
Level 
Accelerated 
Program 
Un-
Weighted 
GPA 
SAT-
ACT 
College 
Accept./
ASVAB 
Irvin Male 11 IB 3.5 1130  
Pamela Female 12 AICE 3.0 1090  Applied 
Margie Female 12 AP 3.5 1180 2 Letters 
Louise Female 11 AP 3.25 ACT 
26 
ASVAB 
Hugh Male 12 IB 3.0 1090 1 Letter 
Gordon Male 11 AICE 3.5   
Felicia Female 12 AP 3.8 1180 2 Letters 
Erin Female 11 AICE 3.5   
Deloris Female 11 IB 3.5   
Catherine Female 12 IB 3.75 1130 1 Letter 
Brenda Female 12 IB 3.75 1220 2 Letters 
Alex Male 12 IB  3.5 1170 2 Letters 
 
Irvin grew up volunteering in his community, sometimes because he wanted to 
and sometimes because that’s what the family did. One challenge that Irvin faced as a 
child was learning how to deal with meeting new people. In his volunteer experiences, 
he has discovered that no matter a person’s background, “most people accept and talk 
with people who express a good attitude about things,” noting specifically “that it 
pays off that I am known for being a friendly person with a great smile.”  He explains 
that “as a kid, the opportunities offered at our community center led me to become a 
mentor and helped me to make a commitment to supporting peers and younger kids in 
both academics and physical conditioning.”  Irvin attributes his academic 
accomplishments in his accelerated academic program and other school activities to 
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doing his “mental and physical workouts daily, using a routine practice schedule.” He 
makes a point that “meeting new people is essential to increase success opportunities 
in and out of school, but so is choosing my friends wisely,” which allows him to 
intentionally surround himself with positive people. Irvin’s future plans include 
attending college and majoring in business.   
Pamela is hopeful about achieving her dream of being a successful pharmacist. 
One way that Pamela works toward her goals is “to stay focused, even in the midst of 
[the] stressful academic and social demands” of her accelerated learning program.  
She relies on some of her peers in her academic program for encouragement and 
support and refers to this group of peers as “friends who are not judgmental, and 
know each other’s weaknesses as well as their strengths.” Pamela is aware of the 
classes that are more difficult for her and confidently discusses her academic 
strengths. One way she remains determined to prepare for her future is by working 
outside of class with the elderly through a community program.   
Margie has been in accelerated learning programs since elementary school. 
She always expected to participate in the high school program; however, more 
recently it is due to the low expectations by or stereotyping from others that she has 
developed an appreciation for academic achievement. She advises African American 
students who are planning to join an accelerated learning program “to be self-
motivators and get the work done without excuses.” She has been involved in her 
church activities since she was a child and plans to continue after high school. Margie 
learned to treat people with respect and not to hold back from interacting with people 
that are not the same as her. She adopted this attitude to help her stay focused on what 
she needs to do to attend college on an academic scholarship.  
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Louise plans to major in law when she goes to college. Her ultimate goal in 
life is to become a District Attorney. She is confident about being able to succeed in 
her accelerated learning program because she has a sibling who previously did well in 
college after completing the program. She credits her teachers in high school for 
challenging her to take a chance on extending her talent as a writer and use it to 
support her performance in all courses.  
Hugh plans on majoring in business or law in college.  His preference at this 
point is business, as he aims to own a personal training business. He expects his 
accelerated learning program to challenge him so that he will be prepared not just for 
academics in college, but also for life challenges. Hugh has been accepted to at least 
one university that he applied to on early admission and based on his overall high 
school experiences, he expects to be accepted to all four colleges to which he has 
applied or will be applying in the coming months.  
Gordon has always made A’s in his science courses and will major in 
chemistry and / or psychology in college.  Depending on his college experiences, he 
plans to have a career as a psychologist or a chemist.  Gordon applied for his 
accelerated program based on a desire to have more college choices and to be 
prepared for the challenges of college life. Putting in the work and trying not to 
procrastinate, was presented as a constant challenge that had to overcome in order for 
Gordon to be successful.  
Felicia will major in pre-dental studies in college. She plans on having a 
successful career in Dentistry. She joined her accelerated program following in her 
brother’s footsteps. Through the early admissions process, Felicia has already applied 
and been accepted to two universities.   
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Erin decided to participate in the AICE program because her peers were 
signed up. She took the initiative to investigate the program and applied because of 
the opportunities she learned the program had to offer her, namely preparation for 
college and possible scholarships. She considers her program members to be team 
members who work and socialize together, and some have been friends since 
elementary school. Erin is motivated to take on the challenges of hard classes because 
she has always made good grades in math and science, especially chemistry. She 
often helps her peers with these difficult subjects; however, Erin is not afraid to admit 
her needs and reach out to her teachers and peers for help. Erin participates in several 
community service programs and is proudest of being a member of her youth 
leadership program. Erin plans on becoming a medical doctor.  
Deloris took some time to acclimate to the high school environment before she 
joined her IB program.  She considered herself a good student and needed to give 
herself the best possibility of experiencing academic success in the IB program from 
her high school honors program. She is still in the process of deciding about her 
career aspirations but plans on majoring in business with a minor in pre-law. At a 
young age Deloris learned to style hair and she spends a few days a month doing 
creative hairstyles for her friends and family members. She plans to use her 
hairstyling talent to develop a social network in college while keeping her skills fresh.  
Deloris participates in school clubs and sports.  
Catherine joined the IB program to be academically and socially challenged in 
preparation for college. Though she has been accepted to college, she will continue to 
apply, striving to get a full academic scholarship. She is motivated by her community 
service experiences to work with senior women. Deloris has never had a Black 
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teacher in school. She works with peers in her program on academic assignments and 
in preparation for tests. Deloris relies on her resources at home and at school.  
Brenda credits her brother as a major influence in her decision to apply for the 
IB program. Her success in the program and continued success in college was 
evidence that going into the IB program could be beneficial to her future. Brenda’s 
academic strength is language arts, allowing her to use her reading comprehension 
skills and writing ability to excel. Though math is not her academic strength, Brenda 
maintains above a B in her math courses. One essay assignment, in particular, allowed 
her to study racial profiling. She began with the premise of racial profiling as it 
related to experiences reported on the highway and ended up expanding her topic to 
include information on racial profiling in retail stores and schools. Brenda plays four 
instruments and considers music her second language, a language that allows her to 
break through many barriers. She describes the different types of music that she plays 
as allowing her to speak to different groups of people. Brenda has a full scholarship to 
college and plans to major in pre-med and become a doctor. She credits her family as 
her best motivation and support network.  
Alex is looking forward to being the first in his family to go to college. Since 
elementary school he learned that being a good math student had a lot of benefits, 
including his entry into his IB program. In his middle and high school years, he found 
out how to work with peers from different backgrounds by tutoring his peers in math 
while they tutored him in writing. Tutoring and mentoring was a practice that evolved 
into a system of students in his accelerated learning program networking out of school 
to support academic success among peers. Alex considers himself a scholar athlete, as 
several colleges have shown interest in him joining their programs. He also considers 
himself a young leader among his peers in the classroom and in the sports arenas. 
 
 
111 
When tempers get out of hand in sports, trying to get the players to refocus is hard and 
could be misconstrued by the coaches or referees but Alex describes these experiences 
as part of his role as a team leader. He considers himself to have the highest grade in 
his physics class, and reaches out to help others like a teaching assistant. Alex plans 
on majoring in physics in college and becoming a civil engineer, constructing 
buildings of the future.  
The study participant makeup as presented in Table 11 above includes 12 
African American high school students in varied accelerated learning programs, 
including AICE, AP, and/or IB. The demographics of the group included eight 
females and four males. Eight participants reported being born in the State of Florida 
and four reported they were born in another state. Nine of the participants in the study 
were 17 years old, and three students were at least18 years old. Four of the 
participants were from the Duval County School District study-location and 8 of the 
participants were from the St. Johns County School District study-location. Seven of 
the twelve study participants went out of their home zone to participate in their 
accelerated program, and four of the participants reported participating in the school 
lunch program. Five of the students lived with their moms and sibling/s, one student 
lived with the mom and siblings, two of the students lived with their mom, a 
grandparent, and their sibling/s, two of the students lived with their mom and dad, and 
had adult siblings, one of the students lived with relatives to allow for graduating with 
the class, and one student was an only child who lived with mom. 
In further analyzing the data in terms of college and career readiness, student 
participation in varied accelerated learning programs was reviewed for deeper 
meaning of the perspectives on their experiences of success.  Of the twelve 
participants, three reported being in the AICE program, three reported being in the AP 
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program, and six reported being in the IB Diploma Program. The majority, 11 of 12 
participants, reported earning a 3.0 un-weighted GPA or higher in their core courses. 
Nine of the students in the study had taken the SAT or ACT or both at least once, and 
three of the students were scheduled to take the SAT or ACT for the first time. Six of 
the students scored composite math and reading scores on the SAT of 1100 or above 
and one of the students who took the SAT scored a composite score in reading and 
math of above 1200.  One of the students who took the ACT scored a composite score 
of 26 or above.  
Face-to-face interviews were the primary data collection method used to 
explore the students’ academic experiences of success as African American students 
in an accelerated program, their perceptions in the frames of academic efficacy, ethnic 
identity and future aspirations.  
The interview questions were open-ended, semi-structured questions 
formulated in an attempt to examine participants’ experiences of success through their 
perceptions of their efficacy, ethnic identity awareness, and future aspirations. 
Thirteen of the interview questions focused on academic efficacy and nine interview 
questions focused on ethnic identity awareness (adapted from Oyserman’s Racial – 
Ethnic Identity Subscales, 1995).  
Through an inductive and interactive process of data analysis, a systematic 
review of the data allowed me to bring order and understanding to the study.  
Continued reflection during data collection, asking analytical questions, and note-
taking were essential aspects of the ongoing process of this case study analysis 
(Creswell, 2007). In accordance with Creswell’s (2007) methods of case study 
analysis, the analysis of the data in this study consisted of preparing and organizing 
the data for analysis, then reducing the data into themes through a process of coding 
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and condensing the codes, and finally representing the data in figures, tables, or a 
discussion (p. 148). Throughout the process of data collection, transcription, coding 
and recoding, Boytaz thematic analysis approach was used during the analytical 
process, providing for some categories of responses to be merged with other larger 
ideas and others to remain unique or incomplete, where they were revised or 
eliminated. Also, Yin’s (2003) cross-case synthesis technique was applied in this 
study to further analyze the data from individual cases according to a uniform 
framework, where I was able to identify similarities and differences across the cases.  
In seeking in-depth understanding of participants’ perceptions of their own 
experiences, I chose to provide three different instruments to provide participants with 
a range of sharing their voices to engage the students in a more self-reflective process 
through open-ended interview questions, balanced with a demographic information 
questionnaire and a questionnaire on future aspirations. This approach also supports 
credibility of the data through the triangulation of information collected and analyzed. 
Seven major themes emerged within the data that provided a means to describe 
interconnections across the interest frames of student efficacy, ethnic identity, and 
future aspirations, which were the guiding constructs of the four research questions in 
the study.  
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Table 11: Summary of Codes of analytic ideas relating to the analysis by the Study 
Interest Frames of Academic Self-Efficacy, Ethnic Identity Awareness, and Future 
Aspirations  
 
Academic Self- Efficacy Referenced 
across all Data 
Decisions made now with action 9 
Future education options 15 
Integrity has a high cost, honest communication               12                  8 
Meaningful connections and interactions 18 
Expectations of self, family, and school  20 
Practicing self-control and persevere 15 
Prepared to experience the real hard work 22 
Nothing is easy  12 
Keep open mind and try best 10 
Experiencing success everyday  8 
Network mostly electronic, but study together  22 
Work and play 16 
Contribute to others successes  24 
Acknowledging challenges and limitations  12 
In charge of self, agency 20 
Choose peers, know peers  13 
Family is the key, courage in and out,  28 
Knowing who to go to, seeking guidance 12 
Giving it all you have, finishing the tasks 15 
Absorb failures, it’s about success 10 
Work with others – share what you know, learn what they know  18 
Commitment to do what it takes, reaching goals 11 
Success is both selfish and selfless  7 
Continue to develop talents, share with others when possible 8 
Community service hours, and extra volunteering  17 
Ethnic Identity Awareness  
Diversity, different groups 24 
Differences in the neighborhoods  9 
Mostly the same kind of kids hang together  17 
Families tell the stories of the past and how some things are slow to change 20 
Groups more mixed in sports, teams, and programs 17 
Racism comes up but not out loud, not so much all the time 4 
Blacks judge blacks about students who do good in school 2 
Blacks or African Americans not expected to be top students  12 
Stereotyping happens, get past low expectations, focus is on work 29 
Students from all over, have mostly white teachers 10 
Get to know different people on purpose  16 
Different roles, in the class or on the field  11 
Future Aspirations  
The plan starts now, keeps going everyday 9 
Success for the student means a better life for the family and the community, 
knowing that more people can also be successful 
12 
Make the right choices, practice so you keep it up  7 
Guidance counselors informs and have to sign off 12 
Challenging Courses now mean possible Scholarships  15 
More Choices of colleges and career options 15 
Positive outlook for the future possibilities  24 
Practice good habits while in school and when with friends  13 
Be a completer and go forward from there 8 
Plan and work to have top jobs and top pay 10 
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 Participant experiences and perceptions unique to the individual led to other 
findings that were more indirectly related to the major themes but were relative to the 
research questions. The patterns of students’ expressions of their experiences led to 
these seven major themes: student awareness of personal knowledge strengths; 
students accessing central resource systems; false impressions and stereotypical 
expectations; future-focused student visions of success commitment to give back to 
my community; networking with peers for progress; developing a human network 
around a common purpose; and understanding academic and culturally diverse school 
communities. As the research questions guided the study, discussion of the 
interconnections of the data is organized into sections that relate to various themes.   
Perceptions of Self-Efficacy and College Readiness 
 The first research question in this study was, how do successful African 
American high school students perceive their academic self-efficacy? This question 
was supported by a sub-question, asking what, if any, connections do they make 
between their self-efficacy and perceptions of beyond high school readiness, to allow 
for cross-referencing of their responses?  
As a result of the thematic analysis, the following themes were formulated in 
response to the interview and questionnaire questions in the frame of self-efficacy:  
 Theme: Future- Focused 
o Subthemes:  
 Decide and commit to action now 
 Taking a chance  - invest in myself 
 Go for the success opportunities   
 
Participants’ responses to the question-set revealed that African American 
high students in accelerated learning programs are focused on investing in their future 
through participation in more challenging academic programs.  
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Participation in accelerated learning communities was viewed as an 
opportunity to be challenged and prepared for a successful future, as expressed by all 
of the study participants. The theme of “future focused” emerged when students were 
asked about why the decision was made to participate in an accelerated learning 
program, some participants shared the following responses:  
MARGIE (Q1) - One reason for joining an accelerated program is to be 
challenged. Having a foundation of advanced academic experiences can lead 
to a desire and self-confidence to know I can be successful at the next level. 
You have to be willing to take a chance and expect to continue on the same 
path throughout life.  
 
BRENDA (Q1) -I decided in middle school. Having a brother who was in an 
accelerated learning program was one reason that I knew it was right for me.  
Important life decisions can be made in middle school when you have a role 
model, especially a sibling who has already successfully completed the 
program and is at the next step, being successful in college. Successful people, 
especially brothers, want to encourage their siblings to follow in their 
footsteps. 
 
DELORIS (Q1) – I changed from honors to AVID to IB.  I was not challenged 
enough so I investigated my options. I talked with my teachers and some 
senior friends. I also changed because I discovered that more financial 
opportunities were likely if I joined the IB program and because even if I do 
not get the IB Diploma, there is money for college when I am successful on IB 
tests.  
 
ALEX (Q1) - My chance to do what family members attempted. Although 
they had the options for scholarships and colleges, for different reasons that 
didn’t happen. This program and the full support of my family give me a 
chance to be successful.   
 
Erin (Q1) – My middle school friends applied to the program and this called 
for an independent investigation. I had a decision to make and a determined 
attitude. I wanted to keep up with my friends. (Smile, confidence signal). The 
whole point of being in the program is about entry to a good college, to 
increase my college options, and to benefit from a scholarship to reduce out of 
pocket payment. To take on the challenges of the accelerated learning 
programs can come from a desire to have the experiences that help to build 
character. I did this for the experience.  
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 Theme: Knowledge Strengths 
o Subthemes: 
 Academic experiences that are challenging  
 Character building is work and play 
 How the work is done – 
 Thinking and follow-through 
 
Students in this study in sharing their self-perceptions about their schooling 
experiences discussed their desires to be more challenged academically in order to 
maintain and improve their knowledge strengths.  The theme of “knowledge 
strengths” emerged from responses to interview questions related to academic 
efficacy and achievement. Students in this study were specifically aware of their 
academic competence, described in the literature as the skills, attitudes, and behaviors 
of the learner that result in his or her academic success. Students perceived their 
“knowledge strengths” or academic experiences of success as part of their internal and 
external drive and habits of the mind and behaviors needed for overall success. In 
responding to interview Question 2 regarding the way the participant handled a very 
difficult assignment recently, students shared these examples and thoughts:  
 
BRENDA (Q2) 
The work is the work and it has to be done… 
A twelve-page research paper may not sound like a lot but the focus of the 
paper can make the work harder.  Writing an essay on racial profiling felt like 
a difficult topic for me. I had a limited understanding of profiling, mostly from 
what I saw on the news, or in movies, or discussed in classes dealing largely 
with driving situations.  To expand the topic, my search for information led 
me to look at race profiling in schools, colleges, malls, and other stores.  
 
PAMELA (Q2) 
Organization is important for success. Success is about doing the work 
yourself, including the thinking and analyzing no matter how hard it is. Then I 
know I am doing the learning. Mapping out a time frame to complete the work 
helps me to be successful on the assignments.  
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MARGIE (Q2) 
When the task is difficult I sometimes have a tendency to put it off. Instead of 
procrastinating, I just end up getting the work done, and staying focused works 
better. 
 
In further discussion on student knowledge strengths, interview Question 
Number 8, in the frame of efficacy and academic achievement, asked study 
participants to share reasons they thought explained their consistent achievement of 
A’s or B’s in certain courses. Students described their accomplishments in the 
following responses: 
 
HUGH (Q8) 
Success in academics is all about the mental attitude.  Your mind knows there 
are so many things to do at the same time. At this stage in life, the draw is 
toward the social in the middle of great academic demands.  It is difficult to 
say the least, but being a successful student means finding a way to have a 
want-to-do attitude, meaning to apply yourself 100% to the cause.  I just go 
back to what I believe, and use the attitude “that you can do all things through 
God”. 
 
BRENDA (Q8) 
Like most students, I am well aware of the subjects that come easy to me and 
the ones where I have to do more. I work with a peer network to get the 
difficult content; it’s just a good way to learn.  We get together and help each 
other by working from each one of our subjects that we understand best.  
 
MARGIE (Q8) 
Classes that are easier do not demand as much time and preparation, as in 
homework. Knowing this helps with how to set things up for growing in the 
other courses. Sometimes it is just a subject I am interested in and then it 
makes me want to learn more and then I just make better grades. 
 
BRENDA (Q8) 
Preparation allows you to be confident about the most likely outcome of your 
work. To be prepared one must work diligently and consistently practice the 
work. 
 
One way to better understand African American students’ experiences and 
perspectives on their success is to study how they would advise middle school African 
American students who are future prospects for secondary accelerated learning 
programs. Participant responses illustrated academic awareness in terms of efficacy 
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and achievement but stretched to address social and cultural competencies necessary 
for success in academically demanding contexts such as those found in accelerated 
learning communities: 
IRVIN (Q14) 
Students in accelerated learning environments will need to take an action 
approach to their learning and be committed to their progress. Good decisions 
and ask questions. Hanging around the right set of friends and keeping a 
healthy, positive attitude is important. There is always a chance of failure, 
overcome by taking nothing for granted. It is all connected: the program, good 
grades, a good attitude to improve college going options and chances. 
 
HUGH (Q14) 
In sending advice to African American students who are about to join an 
accelerated learning program, I would say they need to have their minds ready. 
Also, here is a warning of obstacles and temptations in the pathway through 
high school. Preparation means being aware of options and stretching out to 
reach your goals. Know up front that school is hard, and an education is a 
lifetime investment. Unlike other resources, people cannot take away your 
knowledge or experience. 
 
 
Ethnic Identity Awareness and Academic Success 
The second research question was, How do successful African American high 
school students perceive their ethnic identity? This question was supported by a sub-
question, asking, What if any, connections do they make between their ethnic identity 
and their academic success? 
As African American students explore their identity within complex social 
situations, they are also formulating their self-perceptions based on both their 
individual and collective experiences. In accordance with Altschul, Oyserman, and 
Bybee’s (2006) research on racial-ethnic identity among African American and Latino 
middle school students, African American students in accelerated learning courses 
and programs are challenged to deal with connectedness, be aware of their racial 
identity, and develop effective measures for establishing embedded achievement or 
the perception that one’s group is characterized by academic achievement. Those 
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students who were high in both connectedness and embedded achievement earned 
higher GPAs at every point in the study (Altschul et al., 2006). The integration of 
embedded achievement into the student’s personal and group identity promoted 
higher academic aspirations and achievements (Altschul et al., 2006).   
African American students who experience academic success in accelerated 
learning environments develop self-perceptions of connectedness and embedded 
achievement. Participants in this study shared their academic accomplishments mostly 
with family and church members, peers, educators, and coaches. As a result of the 
thematic analysis, the following themes were formulated in response to the research 
questions in the frame of ethnic identity awareness:  
 Theme: Academic and Cultural Diversity 
o Subthemes:  
 Academic focus among student groups 
 Awareness of differences among peer groups  
Most of the student participants shared self-perceptions explaining their views 
on personal identity and ethnic awareness. When asked how they would advise 
middle school African American students who were future prospects for secondary 
accelerated learning programs. The theme of “academic and culturally diverse” was a 
theme expressed in several responses by students who revealed their ethnic identity 
awareness. Students in the study provided these responses: 
 
 
PAMELA (Q14) 
Self-concepts of feeling different 
Perceptions of Skin color and smartness 
 
GORDON (Q14) 
It is a kind of irony that people don’t expect African American students to be 
smart but when we know how to articulate our thoughts it may be frowned 
upon, made fun of, or not taken seriously or as seriously as our counterparts, 
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etc. There is more required of you…in the program because you are African 
American… 
 
FELICIA (Q14) 
Peers may start out having a negative thought of you at first, then sometimes 
they change how they view you… 
 
ALEX (Q14) 
In order to succeed, students coming up need to be academically 
responsible…keeping your priorities straight: it should be schoolwork and 
then the crowd…do not fear doing what you have to do to succeed and be 
conscious that you may experience racial profiling from your 
classmates…don’t let stereotyping put you off from participating in school and 
the program and be aware of the stereotyping but still be a part of the class and 
school. Most times, people in class ask everyone else for help when they know 
I know the work and can and will help them. Then when I asked why they do 
that, they say they went elsewhere because they thought I did not do my 
homework. I see this as some people see us as thugs or some people who do 
not do anything good in this life.  Just do not veer off the focus. 
 
 
 Theme: False Impression / Stereotypical Expectations  
o Subthemes:  
 Adult interpretations of achievement possibilities of African 
American students 
 Underlying limited expectations and negative assumptions 
Students were asked to think in terms of the challenges an African American 
male or female might deal with in today’s high school environment. The themes of 
“academic and culturally diverse,” and “false impressions and stereotypical 
expectations” were described in the study participants’ responses about their ethnic 
identity awareness:  
HUGH (Q15) 
It starts with appreciating being African American; when reflecting on the 
journey from slavery to now, it is an honor. I would say it is important to work 
to be an example, because most African American families I know do not have 
a father in their life, and I feel blessed to have this.  I am honored to be 
African American, because you can do things in life that people do not expect 
you to do.  Inspired and embracing the challenge, it is the best feeling in the 
world; as to where I came from, my success just would not be expected by 
some. Whenever you can identify yourself and have others celebrate you for 
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achievements instead of focusing on bad situations, it is a blessing. It is about 
my journey, filled with accomplishments, and they know you have overcome 
the blocks and it is about the here and now and what is next.  
 
PAMELA (Q15) 
Being successful is the only way to work against the negative assumptions and 
expectations.  I really do have something to prove, mostly to myself.  
 
DELORIS (Q15)  
It is important to maintain a good reputation, not put yourself out there too far.  
Be aware of possible rumors and be conscious of the people you surround 
yourself with, as you may be subject to injustices such as an incorrect or bad 
reputation. You should know the people you hang around. I do not think it is 
fair that if I hang around certain people I might get their same reputation. I 
learned that the person might be a good person with a bad reputation and that 
means I would be putting my reputation on the line. 
 
Academic achievement and ethnic identity awareness further influenced 
student self-perceptions to stay focused on being successful and not accepting 
excuses. Students in the study were asked to share the types of challenges that African 
American students might face in a high school environment in the 21st century. 
Patterns formulated from participant responses emerged as themes of “personal 
knowledge strengths” and “false impressions and stereotypical expectations”. Student 
ethnic identity awareness and continued focus on academic success was further 
revealed through these responses: 
IRVIN (Q16) 
No matter what the challenges – and there are a lot – students need not allow 
themselves to use being black as an excuse to fall short or allow anyone else to 
use that someone is black as an excuse for them not being successful…African 
American peers do not like all blacks or all whites. Students need to pick the 
right set of friends and not to judge people by the color of their skin. For 
African American students, choosing the right friends means the right people, 
black or white. 
 
PAMELA (16) 
Students need to be aware of stereotyping, different expectations for different 
groups and how people tend to show judgment… they have to disregard 
negativity all around. African Americans can have a view that what I believe 
about myself differs from the onlookers. And . . . high achievement should be 
seen as attainable; some of us are at top of the class. As a side [note] . . . It 
might help if African American students stop dropping out of school – 
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quitting/giving up is the non-option; they can even go with the minimum 
acceptable option which is to “at least pass”.  
 
MARGIE (Q16) 
African American high school students are exposed to stereotyping in terms of 
expectations about them being good at sports, but bad in academics. I know 
that other limited expectations by peers and some adults include that African 
American students have bad tempers. And it is still stereotyping when people 
say African American students are expected to fail and elements of surprise 
are expressed when African American students are successful. It seems 
strange…but it’s too much about African American students not being 
expected to be intelligent or knowledgeable.  I say the challenge is that most 
people do not expect African American students to want an education. We 
have to just keep trying to be successful, no matter what. 
 
GORDON (Q16) 
Some adults in school make negative assumptions about African American 
students--their intelligence, ability and intentions. They talk with black kids 
with less reverence and more harshly…I found that sometimes they seem to 
unjustly embarrass African American students for minor rule offenses that 
multiple students commit. Adults in school sometimes automatically seem to 
think African American students are not smart. They seem to assume black 
kids don’t really care about school and that black kids belong in standard 
classes and not an accelerated learning program that some say is too hard for 
blacks. 
It is a concern when there is less tolerance by some school adults for different 
kids in the program. Situations with black students are taken care of with less 
privacy and Black students may learn to be passive from experiences with 
some adults. There are so many challenges some African American students 
may face in the 21st century.  
 
 
CATHERINE (Q16)  
Challenges will be about overcoming adversity. Students need to think how 
race does not have to do with your knowledge . . . grades are based on 
knowledge and knowledge shows up in grades and black students can get out 
of the stereotypes and make something of themselves. 
 
ALEX (Q16)   
Testing is the most important challenge . . . not just academic testing…mostly 
test of your will when getting ready to finish school, as a junior or senior, 
everything starts to die down for school but school itself seems to move 
faster…the demands… at that moment is when people stereotype us, this is 
when things are moving in several directions… 
 
Ethnic identity awareness among African American high school students is 
possibly influenced by the degree to which diversity is supported in accelerated 
programs and at the school level, including diversity among teachers.  Study 
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participants were asked to share their perceptions of how their accelerated program 
and school provided support for diversity. The student responses showed patterns that 
emerged into themes of understanding “academic cultural communities” and “central 
resources systems”. Self-perceptions of the participants in this study were explained 
most in-depth through these responses: 
 
GORDON (Q17)  
Primarily white students are in the program. There is some diversity. Also, 
some internal or portrayed negative misconceptions happen that may work 
against diversity within the program. Lack of understanding about the 
program, besides it is hard work, may keep diversity low within the 
program… Diversity is good when people do not tease others for their grades 
sometimes, especially when they hide how they do extra credit to raise their 
grades. 
 
IRVIN (Q19) 
In conducting an interview for a class assignment, a student discovered that a 
teacher from a foreign country made a history class interesting because the 
homeland stories were real and beyond what was in the textbook.  The story of 
the teacher’s life was sad. Even though the teacher accomplished the goals set 
for the family, the journey itself was a challenge. As the interviewer, even 
though I am a student, I learned a lot about why people should not make 
assumptions about other people just based on what they see. One never really 
knows another person’s experiences.  The long journey that the teacher took to 
become a teacher in America and the challenges they overcame made me 
appreciate education more than before I got to know this teacher.   
 
MARGIE (Q19) 
Self-awareness and ethnic awareness come through having diverse people who 
attend to different school needs and by involving diverse students in programs 
or activities, like clubs, that help us have meaningful experiences. I think that 
more diverse teachers help students, by having people like them to relate with 
and sometimes be more comfortable . . . and we are not all the same. 
  
GORDON (Q19) 
Male and female teachers bring diversity because they have different 
approaches ... women teachers are more emotionally involved and men 
teachers are like…get over it and get to work . . . I am of the thought that it 
might work but if more Black teachers were here, they wouldn’t be so 
respected by other teachers because they're Black and some opinions seem to 
be that all Blacks are the same, even though they would have the same job 
position…  
 
BRENDA (Q19) 
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Sometimes there is a disconnect on diversity because teachers talk without 
experience; they are not able to relate to different individuals and groups…to 
me they are not as credible as someone who has the inside understanding of 
the diverse group, including African American students like me… 
 
ALEX (Q19)  
Most teachers are Caucasian, but their personalities are diverse; they also have 
diverse ways of teaching. These differences are similar to what we will have in 
college…this experience toughens us up for college and life and we learn who 
to go to for different needs. Sometimes White teachers don’t relate to diverse 
students or know what to say that is connected, when asked about different 
ethnicities or cultures. 
 
Interacting with diverse student groups was presented by the study participants 
as having a major influence on preparing African American students in their 
formulation of ethnic identity awareness and academic self-efficacy.  Student 
participants were asked to describe the ways in which they interacted with diverse 
groups in their accelerated programs and in the larger school context. The participant 
responses emerged into the themes of “networking with peers for academic progress,” 
“accessing central resources systems” and “academic culture community,” to help 
increase individual and program participant success. Participants in this study shared 
these self-perceptions on networking with student groups:    
FELICIA  (Q20)  
Networking with peers in our accelerated learning program is very 
common…the academic and social demands of the programs matter. There is 
less interaction with those who say they are more genius than the rest of the 
students. 
 
DELORIS (Q20) 
I interact with students from different cultures…I have mostly African 
American friends in and out of school and not too many others. Overall, 
everyone is here to support one another, in and out of the programs. 
 
BRENDA (Q20) 
I have close friends from different races, we come together through 
music…music is part of the big culture…as a music person, I reach across 
cultures, through different instruments for different music for different peers 
and adults, too. When we look at music, jazz includes many different 
ethnicities and reaches a lot of groups, and at school concert band involves a 
less diverse group. Since [I have] played music from elementary to high 
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school, I connect with diverse groups, like I work with the different types of 
instruments. 
 
ALEX (Q20) 
I started sitting at different tables during lunch, getting to know people from 
different backgrounds. It works; they shared their culture through the foods 
they brought from home…and explained what it was or what it symbolized. I 
met people who had different views and I would not otherwise have gotten to 
know…I learned about people and how they lived on the other side of the 
world, right in the cafeteria… and it was about something new every day. 
 
Self-perceptions of African American students about networking for progress 
included some with peers in the school community and in the neighborhood 
community …students who were self-aware and self-efficacious in their attitudes and 
behaviors were more likely to be successful in life. Three of the themes that can be 
attributed to this section of the study include “personal knowledge strengths,” “giving 
back to my community,”  “false impressions and stereotypical expectations,” and 
“future focused”. When asked how the study participants would use their success 
impact the broad African American community, students described these perceptions 
regarding their understanding of success: 
PAMELA (Q22) 
I want to see other people increase the kinds of jobs that African Americans do 
and their opportunities and abilities to be more successful. 
 
LOUISE (Q22)  
When I do good in life, it shows something different than the stereotypes of 
society. I see my success encourage others…Seeing how doing well in life 
happens can inspire others to work on their own life goals. Setting goals and 
continuing to work on them is not easy, but when it paid off it was …Doing it, 
making my own life work for me (that’s something), because people can see 
that things are possible. They can see how to go beyond labor type jobs to 
professional jobs. 
 
GORDON (Q22) 
Serving as a model against Black stereotypes…including about finances and 
living conditions,…Success is independent of race; it depends on the 
individual's desire…I realize that people's misconceptions will remain 
steadfast regardless of your success, [but] it is irrelevant. The ultimate goal is 
to make yourself proud of who you are/what you’ve done…People treat 
successful people differently so I will model individuality and model that 
Blacks can be successful like all races. 
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School as a Community 
The third research question was, How do successful African American high school 
students perceive their school as a community? One sub-question related to the school 
community, was, What, if any, connections do they make between their school as a 
community and their academic success, included in order to deepen the investigation 
through cross-referencing participant responses that were the basis for the themes.   
As a result of the thematic analysis, the following themes were formulated in response 
to the research questions in the frame of school as a community:  
 Theme: Giving Back to the Community 
o Subthemes:  
 Empower and support younger kids  
 Home-based,  courage and resiliency  
At the high school level there are many venues that can support community 
building among diverse student groups. Students’ perspectives on school and 
community connections to success were described in terms of students as individuals 
and as a collective group working for the same cause.  Students described ways they 
networked with peers and adults within and outside of school to build social capital. 
Most people have experienced either being on a school team or in a school club or 
they may have had a friend that they supported by attending different activities or 
events.  Building school community has been a focus of school improvement ventures 
for decades, including character education programs and programs to support school 
culture and climate. Most of the participants were a part of various communities, 
including their accelerated learning program, academic study groups, sports teams, 
fine arts programs, and church and neighborhood programs. The underlying 
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perceptions of the respondents regarding communities, contributed to the major 
themes of “giving back” and “networking with peers,” displaying family like 
characteristics. Though the main focus of each type of community was different, the 
common focus among the respondents was having people from different groups come 
together for a specific cause, primarily helping others.  Student self-perceptions of 
ways they experienced their school being a community included the following 
responses: 
IRVIN (Q4)  
One example of the school coming together is a community when a tragedy 
happens. Students and adults became like a family supporting each other. The 
events and reactions themselves have an effect on people in different ways. In 
the loss of someone most people affected or indirectly impacted rely on each 
other for support. This is personal and people have a lot of questions that have 
no simple answers.  To experience loss showed how much people show that 
they care; people become a community focused on healing and return to some 
kind of normalcy.  
 
MARGIE (Q4) 
School is like a family. The group that comes together and supports each other 
and does things as one, is my definition of a community  A community is 
about standing together, because when people are divided we fall short of 
reaching our goals.  
 
 Theme: Central Resource Systems 
 Building academic community 
 Purposeful connections 
Students in the present study found many ways to experience community 
togetherness. They were a class of collaborators who act as resources for each other in 
times of academic need. The students’ stories described individuals with a common 
purpose, where they created a family environment.  The above description of a 
community relates to an accelerated program. The larger school environment was 
viewed differently. The school was seen as trying to keep students/student groups 
together and not discriminate, but accelerated programs are somewhat designed as a 
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“cut above” other programs. Accelerated learning programs have well defined 
expectations, that were often described by the respondents in terms of “false 
impressions.” The distinction made by LOUISE is one of feeling like “we are just 
people and should be treated the same as our peers in other classes.” This position 
does not keep the participants from living up to the academic demands of the 
program, indicating their “awareness of their personal knowledge strengths.” 
Accelerated learning programs are intentionally based on education standards that are 
beyond high school standard and honors programs. Further, one of the core 
expectations of IB is that student are able to produce above and beyond or globally 
competitive, quality academic work.  To be successful at this level, the pattern 
throughout students’ responses revealed that students perceived their success to be 
connected to “networking with peers for progress” and knowing how to “access 
central resources”.  
 The responses of the participants showed a pattern in their perceptions of their  
temperaments and behaviors relative to effectively interacting with diverse groups. 
Students in this study discussed various ways they “networked with peers for 
progress” to purposefully develop meaningful relationships within and outside of 
school. 
  
LOUISE (Q4)  
We do a lot of networking with peers for academic and social stuff.  We rely 
on others in the program because we have common needs and experiences… 
most of us volunteer in either the shelter or the health program. We also have 
high participation in our Relay for Life program. What’s really good is those 
of us who work with Special Olympics for the kids…it’s kinda simple but 
important…peers help to serve a purpose and keep providing support for kids. 
It helps to motivate them and plus they have someone to check on them. 
Students work together to understand each other so that they can use 
the networking systems to maximize their resources and their ability to 
succeed. The program is designed to draw people together around a common 
cause for the academic community that each student and the group represent.  
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DELORIS (Q4)  
IB is a community; we work in small groups of people with the same class… 
Being with these same people helps you feel comfortable, You learn who to go 
to for help. We have the classes at different times but it is still the same class. 
 
ALEX (Q4)  
A community provides options, gains strengths from differences (clarifying 
aloud to herself, her understanding of a community)… 
There are a lot of opportunities at our school; they are open to new ideas. 
Many people with different backgrounds go here.   Students are very involved 
with making the school interesting and innovative rather than just the adults 
doing it. 
 
 Theme 4: networking with peers for progress  
 Belonging 
 
 Community of talent sharing 
 
 Social and academic networking 
 
 
The school community is made up of academic programs and supported by 
study groups, student groups talented in fine arts, sports teams, and clubs, as well as 
those who are employed.  To understand how African Americans in accelerated 
learning programs perceived their school as a supportive “academic and culturally 
diverse” school community, study participants provided these responses: 
 
BRENDA (Q6) 
My favorite teacher always encourages me. She knows I love writing and 
poetry and pushes me to expand outside my box to gain experiences and 
confidence.  My friends are very supportive peers who believe in me and my 
talents, and they are hopeful for my future success. 
 
ALEX (Q6)  
My peers motivate me, they challenge me to do my best, and my teachers 
provide tutoring for me. They are supportive and encouraging and mostly, 
they pay attention to my progress and are reassuring when things get tough. 
 
MARGIE (Q11) 
Our study group just met at the bookstore.  Also, students from different class 
periods met in the conference room to review for our IB tests. The bookstore 
is a main meeting place for a lot of study groups.  During the testing times at 
school, student groups just come together on their own. The teachers support 
us doing that and help us find a place if we do not have one. 
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Getting together on the weekend to do school work is a normal activity 
for us. Sometimes we do sleepovers with movies or video games, but the main 
focus is getting the work done and we spend most of our time studying. Each 
student contributes their share based on what they are good at. My strength is 
writing and my friend is good at math, so that is how we help each other to do 
well. We are critics and editors of each other’s work in preparation for the 
final cut or test. 
 
IRVIN (Q11) 
In the neighborhood, me, and a few of my team members volunteer our time to 
help younger children learn to play sports.  My sports team members go 
beyond the field or the court, and they share their talent and knowledge of the 
game as volunteers to coach the young. Training younger kids in sports and 
academics allows us to share and practice what we know and to get better 
ourselves. It is a positive way to give personal time to share with others.  
 
HUGH (Q11) 
We help motivate our peers. We encourage each other, especially when the 
academic work gets deep. Then peers and teachers help and it might be 
academic most of the time, but sometimes I am in the middle of learning a life 
lesson outside of the school environment and they still support you. 
 
Students indicated that they “accessed central resources” through involvement 
in academic and social networking, voluntary service opportunities, and extra-
curricular programs. School spirit is one strategy that helps support community 
building in high schools. All students participating in this study were involved in 
school and/or community activities beyond their academics and were required to earn 
community service points as part of the accelerated program requirements to qualify 
for college scholarships. The extracurricular options were a large part of the daily 
experiences of African American students in accelerated learning programs, including 
a wide range of clubs and sports. The students described different reasons for their 
commitment to community involvement, described in major themes of “giving back 
to the community” and understanding ways to “access central resource systems,” in 
order to help achieve success. Their perceptions of their experiences related to their 
community involvement are presented in these responses:  
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HUGH (Q13) 
Volunteering in your own community is a service to yourself and the 
community. Having a cook in the family who is always involved in social and 
personal activities helps you learn how to serve others in a time of fun and 
times of need, like so many celebrations all the time. Diving into volunteer 
work resulted in one award I can really be proud of.  When you grow up 
helping others, it becomes a habit. Giving back is a natural part of you, when 
you get to know people and they appreciate it. There is so much need, and 
volunteering in the shelter and working with elders and retirees provides a 
close up learning experience and allows teens to be skilled in multiple areas of 
home and car repair. I serve the community I live in.  I volunteer and even 
won an award for my volunteer work. I grew up helping people… to me it is 
important to give back… I help at the shelter and I help a retiree in my 
community who works in auto repair. 
 
ERIN (Q13) 
I stay extra busy. I participate in developing varied school media 
publications…I am in a national youth leadership program that provides 
training in working well with peers and adults to complete a community 
project. The Future Business Leaders program is awesome and is helping me 
to get ready for being involved in college programs.  All this and oh yeah, the 
most fun is when I represent my class on our Powder Puff team.  
 
ALEX (Q13) 
Officially I am not a member of any school clubs. I am a year-round sports 
guy. But because I reach out to so many students and get to know where they 
are coming from, they know if they let me know what they need, I will always 
do my part. So I am invited to participate in club activities all the time. I do 
play a role… 
 
Some of the participants in the study were in an accelerated learning program 
that was in their home zone school and some of the participants attended a designated 
accelerated program school that was not located in their school zone.  All of the 
participants expressed that they had to make adjustments to the challenging work and 
the workload of their accelerated learning programs.  Two of the participants in the 
study reflected on their experiences of feeling disconnected in the out of zone school 
because they had a hard time making new friends among certain peers. They lived in 
one world at their home zoned school, where they had attended school with the same 
people since Pre-K, and when they changed to their new school, things did not fit so 
well.  
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In most cases students in this study described their accelerated learning 
community as having some diversity; specifically, participants denoted they were in 
classes with one or two other minority students. The students also described the 
teacher membership throughout their high school experience as having one or no 
ethnically diverse teachers and in a few cases participants had a world language 
teacher whom they considered ethnically diverse. Some participants engaged in 
neighborhood activities and some engaged in activities as part of the larger African 
American community, including those sponsored by their churches, local agencies, or 
social organizations.  Students shared their experiences of community in terms of 
their long-term commitment to “giving back”, and through recognizing their families 
and church members as “central resources”.  Students in this study were asked to 
describe their perceptions of their experiences reflective of being a part of the larger 
African American community, as presented in these responses: 
 
IRVIN (Q22)  
I have been mentoring and volunteering in my school and my neighborhood 
since I was young. I plan to start a mentoring program after college to teach 
kids about how to get help that they need to learn how to meet new people.  
Socializing can be stressful to some people but it is important to have a good 
attitude toward other people and making new friends can be a good thing to 
help people get to know each other and learn about others way of doing things.  
Mentoring will be a way of me letting kids and young people know they have 
a chance to succeed, if they meet new people . . . it helps people to be forward 
moving.  
 
ALEX (Q21)  
I try not to forget where I came from. My experiences outside of school with 
my family are the measure of who I really am. We have regular family 
gatherings. We go to church together with many neighbors. We are involved 
in the church and offer help to our community members. My involvement in 
the church lets me know that I am still a part of my community. Community 
church is an important tradition. My participation keeps me set as always 
being a part of my community. 
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Formulation of Student Aspirations Beyond High School 
The fourth research question was, To what or whom do successful African 
American high school students attribute the formulation of their aspirations beyond 
high school?  This question was investigated through interviews and questions posed 
in a structured demographic information questionnaire and a questionnaire on 
aspirations. As a result of the thematic analysis, the following themes were formulated 
in response to the research questions in the frame of future aspirations:  
 Theme: Knowledge Strengths 
o Subthemes:   
 Ownership behaviors 
 Motivation  
 Positive attitudes  
Students in the present study reported having courses and GPAs in line with 
the increasing college readiness standards.  When sharing their expected college 
majors and possible career choices, the study participants referenced their “knowledge 
strengths”. Some participants also shared back-up career training plans, even though 
their first choice was to go to a four-year college. If necessary they would activate 
their back-up plan, which was based on students being engaged in job-related skills 
learned from family members. In these cases one participant was versed in hair styling 
and another participant was versed in basic auto repair. Participants in this study, in 
assessing their experiences that guided how they formulated their future aspirations, 
held that some desires were internally motivated and some were externally motivated. 
Though all participants took ownership for their decisions about joining their 
accelerated learning programs and college choices, there were no findings in the study 
where any study participants’ responses indicated that students decided about their 
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future aspirations in isolation.  In most cases the students would receive guidance 
from their program counselor. All participants received regular electronic updates, 
and most checked with their counselor on their progress and regarding the college 
entrance and scholarship process.  Students expressed confidence and positive 
attitudes about who they were and that they would definitely be seeking a college 
degree. Through cross-referencing the participant responses across the data collection 
instruments, participants described success itself as the catalyst that helped to shape 
their attitudes, behaviors, and motivations to achieve academically within the program 
and plan for their future.  
In reflecting on the question, Who influenced you the most to go to college and 
how (…no names needed – instead use titles like my best friend, drafting teacher, etc.) 
most participants named their family members in their responses. Irvin replies, “My 
family pushed me to achieve greatness and to go to college and to get a proper 
education.”  Louise credits her mother, father, both of her sisters, grandparents, and 
her dance teacher. Brenda knows her brother influenced her decision to be in the IB 
program, because he succeeded in the program. Erin’s mom encourages her to be her 
best and achieve her highest level of excellence, and Margie’s mom “believes that 
college is my only option or way to be successful.” Gordon’s family and peers just 
want him to be successful and live a great life. Most of the respondents, gently related 
the family financial need as a motivator to participate and succeed in the accelerated 
program.   
Students in the present study were asked to share their self-perceptions of their 
future aspirations by sharing their anticipated major area of study in college and the 
kind of career they see themselves working in after college. Eight of the respondents 
listed one major area of study and four listed two or more possible college majors, as 
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they are likely engage in exploration, which is a part of the adolescent development 
process.  The choices listed by the students included law, pharmacy, medical field, 
dental field, business, and music. Students were able to articulate the specific careers 
they were anticipating for their future, including becoming a state attorney or district 
attorney, a pharmacist, a personal trainer, a neurosurgeon, a chemist, a musician, and 
a psychologist.  In further investigating how students in this study perceived key 
influences on their future aspirations, students shared these responses to the question 
What do you think is more important, to have a career that pays the most money or 
makes you happy and why?  
LOUISE  
A career that pays the most money because being successful and having 
money will make me more or less successful in the end. 
 
HUGH  
I would say a career that makes you happy because money can't fix everything 
and if you love what you do you never really work a day in your life. 
 
GORDON  
Money because if I am poor I will not be happy, I will be stressed.   
FELICIA   
Pays more money because I want to be stable. 
ERIN  
Pays the most money because if you have worked hard enough to get your 
dream job then you will have earned the money.  
 
BRENDA  
A career that makes you happy. It is important to love what you do, how you 
do it and whom you do it with. 
 
Four of six student participants who responded to this question clearly relate money 
with success. The responses illustrate that each participant has an individual reason 
for his or her definition of a successful career. 
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Other Findings 
Self-Reflection: A Learning Process  
Reflection is described by Moon (1999) as “a form of mental processing with a 
purpose and/or anticipated outcome that is applied to relatively complex or 
unstructured ideas for which there is no obvious solution” (p. 23). My intention in this 
study was to gain a deeper understanding of the mindful perceptions of African 
American high school students in accelerated learning programs about their self-
efficacy, ethnic identity awareness, and their formulation of aspirations for the future. 
Developing the interview protocol to include a question/comment section would allow 
student participants to inform questions that might have needed to be adapted or to 
make adjustments in the interview process if needed. Instead, the participants’ 
reflective comments about their interview experiences added unanticipated depth to 
the study. In almost all of the cases, 11 out of 12, participants presented that they had 
never been interviewed about what they referred to as “my story”. The students’ 
perceptions regarding their interview experience varied according to each individual’s 
understandings, beliefs, values, attitudes, and motivations, and notably they all 
displayed the moral courage to share their inner voices about their success 
experiences represented in Figure 3 below.  
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Figure 3: Reflections of African American High School Students’ on Their Success 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The above diagram is a display of terms and concepts described most often by the 
study participants when reflecting on varied experiences of success throughout the 
interview process. 
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Participants’ voices about their interview experiences are expressed here: 
HUGH  
In regard to the interview itself, I have never had the experience of being asked this 
much about myself. It turns out that this was a kind of self-check for me. The 
questions are not something that I would consciously ask myself. I think we live 
through different situations but thinking about what that means is a deeper level to 
consider.  
 
IRVIN 
This was a first-time interview for me. Getting to share my background allowed me to 
tell how I stay focused and how I am being successful. Telling my story is a way to let 
people know they can make it through stuff, too. Being among other successful 
African Americans is meaningful and being one among many is a good thing. 
 
 
MARGIE 
This was a good experience, as it means that my contribution in sharing my 
experience will hopefully help other African American students know that where you 
come from does not define who you are, or what you are going to be in the future. The 
past does not define you or your success.  
 
CATHERINE  
I had one interview before and I was nervous and scared because that was an 
assignment with a grade. I have a hard time answering questions on the spot, but I am 
okay with this. The experience was helpful.  
 
DELORIS  
Before this interview, I did not really think about how I got here. I did not think about 
all the things I have gone through. Since I am talking about it, I kind of see things 
about my life better. This provided me a revelation about some things I never really 
thought about so deeply. I never have thought about the things in these questions.  
 
ALEX 
I never had the chance to open up like this regarding my background. There are a lot 
of things to say and people do not usually get the chance and they do not say a lot. It 
is important to speak on things when you are given the opportunity because there is so 
much to say. Also, not saying anything does not mean there is nothing to say. Not 
speaking out could be a cover or holdback not to let people know who you really are. 
The interview was a way for me to open up and assure myself that what I am doing 
now is what I need to do for my life. This was reassuring personally. Others may 
benefit and potentially be positively affected toward gaining more confidence.  People 
might need opportunities to tell others what they are going through and what their 
position is. What is in the head does not get resolved by staying inside the head. This 
experience helped me to think about the level of pressure and learning that has shaped 
my life.  
 
ERIN 
The interview experience helped me to find the words to tell how I know about 
African American education. I am always learning about others, too.  
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FELICIA   
For me, receiving attention is out of the ordinary. I do not always feel so important. 
Ordinarily, I am not usually visible to others in the class and at times not even this 
visible to myself, though I know I am there in the program. Taking this look at things 
helps. 
 
PAMELA  
Never been at the center of attention in this capacity. I feel honored to share my story. 
 
BRENDA 
The interview allowed me to tell my story and others are telling their stories, and they 
are different views. The experience gave me the opportunity to be right in the 
spotlight. Telling this about myself right now in particular is awesome for me.  
 
GORDON 
I am passionate and I say what I feel. I think I was confident in this interview 
experience. In the classes, some teachers expect one answer and not thought or 
choice. Teachers may also appreciate individuality or may expect conformity. In some 
activities, I felt appreciated by the teacher, as I learned to guide my passion to make 
sure I was heard and even understood. Now here I am able to express my passion 
during this interview process. It feels okay to express my passion and to be excited 
about my life and okay to be hopeful. This is the first time I was asked to reflect upon 
my accomplishments and circumstances, having attention on me for once. This 
interview was different for me, allowing me to focus on me, which is not usually the 
case. I have never been asked about my education, yes about my grades, but not for 
me to think about my own thoughts and voice them aloud. Thinking out loud about 
the way I really feel was exciting and a different learning experience for me.  
 
LOUISE 
A comment that I have would be that African American students shouldn’t be afraid 
to succeed in life. They shouldn’t let outside influences tell them they can’t do 
something, because they can. I think there are many students that are African 
American that could be in accelerated programs and they just choose not to put in the 
effort to work as hard. ‘Cause it’s a lot of work; you’re not going to succeed by doing 
all your work the day before it’s due, and I don’t think some people grasp that 
concept. My story is that African Americans and all students in these programs 
succeed because they know that the whole program is real and what the students have 
to do is also real. 
 
Success has so many different definitions throughout the literature, including 
the varied descriptions of school or student success. The responses of the participants 
in the study regarding success align with Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy, 
expressed in terms of one’s contribution to the self-experiences of success and the 
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success of others. The African American students in accelerated learning programs in 
this study perceived success as a necessary and doable experience.  
During the review of the literature on student success among African 
American students, college-going students in accelerated learning programs described 
the programs as having a designed protocol for each student to achieve college entry. 
According to recent reports on college readiness (ACT, 2010), extended learning in 
higher education is largely based on critical thinking and problem-solving skills, 
applicable to both academic and social demands that impact student experiences of 
success. This social networking generation is saturated with venues allowing 
participation across cultures and continents, including team activities that support 
student involvement in reaching common goals. 
College readiness is described as “knowledge, habits, and skills necessary to 
fully participate in the learning process and to experience outcomes that allow the 
learner to be successful in today’s challenges and in future endeavors” (Achieve, 
2012). I wanted to know more about the experiences of participants in terms of what 
matters in their lives and how they expected to experience success beyond high 
school, and these research study findings indicate that African American students in 
accelerated learning programs in the 21st century are able to identify and articulate 
their experiences that influenced their perceptions on their future aspirations.  
Chapter Summary 
 Four research questions guided this study. The first question asked, How do 
successful African American high school students perceive their academic self-
efficacy? All twelve of the participants in the study gave examples of their academic 
strengths and expressed specific academic challenges, as well as how they managed in 
those areas. Further investigation of academic efficacy should relate to beliefs about 
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what the individual perceives they can accomplish in future endeavors. An 
investigative question related to self-efficacy was, What, if any, connections do 
African American students in accelerated learning programs make between their 
academic self-efficacy and perceptions of beyond high school readiness? The 
responses showed that all students considered themselves ready for college and in one 
case, the military. The second question was, How do successful African American 
high school students perceive their ethnic identity? A sub-question for further 
investigation of self-perceptions on key influences related to ethnic identity was, 
What, if any, connections do they make between their ethnic identity and their 
academic success? Students’ responses indicated that all participants in the study 
shared ways they interacted with peers and adults, both in school and in their 
communities, that demonstrated their ethnic identity awareness. In some cases the 
students described situations of peers and adults expressing misconceptions about 
African Americans that might have led to false impressions or stereotypical 
expectations of successful African students in accelerated learning programs. All 
participants in the study shared their mental strategies, which they embraced, that 
helped them to stay future focused and to continue to network effectively with their 
peers for progress. The third question was, How do successful African American high 
school students perceive their school as a community? And, for deeper investigation 
into the participants’ possible community connections, this sub-question was also 
asked: What, if any, connections do they make between their school as a community 
and their academic success?  All 12 students in this study clearly engaged in several 
communities within and beyond their schools and programs. All students in this study 
were involved in either a school club, fine arts program that extended beyond school 
activities, athletic program, or community activity, and two held jobs after school. In 
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the school community, students in the study shared their experiences of working with 
peers in their program, mostly an academic community. In other cases, students 
shared that the school was a community during certain times, for example, when there 
was a loss of a student in their school or when students had hardships of basic needs, 
or suddenly became homeless. Seven of the students described experiences of 
volunteering in the community, in the community center, the recreation department, 
the health center, and the church.  They were actively giving back to their community 
during the time of this study, and most student participants shared how they were 
planning to continue mentoring younger students and expressed how important it was 
to them to find ways to stay connected to their community in the future. The fourth 
question asked To what or whom do successful African American high school students 
attribute the formulation of their aspirations beyond high school? Students in the 
study responded overwhelmingly that their family members had the greatest influence 
on their decisions about the future. In the other section, students indicated that they 
were aware of their knowledge strengths and how to maximize the use of the central 
resources to help them stay on the course of success in high school, college, and their 
future careers.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
In this chapter, I will present a summary of the related literature and 
methodology, discuss conclusions derived from the data analysis, followed by a 
section on implications of my findings, and offer recommendations for future studies.  
Summary of Related Literature and Methodology 
The theoretical perspectives that are presented in the recent literature on education 
have focused largely on racial and cultural barriers and achievement gaps. These 
restrictive approaches were based largely on a negative or deficiency frame, including 
academic underperformance among minority students and underrepresentation of 
African American high school students in accelerated learning environments, which 
leads to achievement gaps. This was the impetus for my examination of some aspects 
of the experiences of success among African American high school students in 
accelerated learning programs.  
To study the authentic perspectives of high-achieving African American 
students on the key influences on their success, I chose to examine their perceptions 
on their self-efficacy, ethnic identity awareness, and future aspirations. The 
conceptual framework that was used to guide my research on self-efficacy was 
Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory. In accordance with Bandura’s (1986) social 
cognitive theory, successful students are agents proactively engaged in the varied 
phases of their own development. Successful students have ownership; they are 
empowered through their self-beliefs to be able to exhibit a level of control over their 
thoughts, feelings, and actions (Bandura, 1986).  However, Bandura (1997) reminded 
us that successful students do not operate in isolation.  They formulate their self-
concepts within the larger social and environmental context, working together with 
peers, family, teachers, and significant others to achieve their academic goals and 
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formulate their future aspirations. In most of the cases the family was perceived to be 
the central resource, whom the participants relied on for the ‘accompanying final say’ 
in their decision making process. (Tell how the family plays a role give an example, 
add quote her). Bandura (1986) argued that “a student’s understanding, perceptions, 
or self-concepts of personal capabilities not only influences their task choice and 
effort, but affects [student experiences of success based on] their persistence, 
resilience, and achievement” (p. 391).   
Similarly, research in the top psychology journals has consistently shown that 
academic self-efficacy, including students’ behaviors, beliefs, and environments, is 
positively related to students’ academic performance (Brackney & Karabenick, 1995; 
Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Snyder & Lopez, 2002). As social cognitive theory is a 
constructivist learning theory, the learner in essence constructs his or her own 
knowledge working through effective social practices. Vygotsky’s theory of 
constructivism emphasized how students internalize culture and ways individuals 
work together in groups to construct knowledge for each other. In accordance with 
this structural framework or constructivist approach, accelerated learning programs 
are designed to include ways students work in complex learning environments, such 
as AP, IB, and AICE, in the process of developing ownership of their learning. Each 
program is intended to be a rigorous academic community, which includes a web of 
complex social and cultural demands to guide learners through a journey to success.  
Ogbu’s (2004) concept of “acting White” described the cultural and linguistic 
frames of reference that some African Americans might consider the correct way of 
behaving or speaking when interacting with or responding to the culture and language 
of the dominant group. Ogbu suggested that in order to “achieve self-betterment in 
situations controlled by members of the dominant group, minorities usually develop 
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some strategies to deal with the demands that they behave and talk like dominant 
group members” (Ogbu, 2004, p. 6).  
Phinney (1996) defined ethnic identity as a fundamental aspect of the self that 
is related to one’s sense of belonging and commitment to an ethnic group, and the part 
of one’s thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behavior that is associated with ethnic 
group membership.  Phinney and Ong (2007) observed in their study on 
conceptualization and measurement of ethnic identity that adolescents often express 
self-perceptions in which they feel themselves part of two cultures (Black and 
American) without perceiving a conflict between the two. A number of responses in 
the present study aligned with this approach.  
In a recent study, Harris and Marsh (2010) examined the idea of whether a 
“raceless” identity would lead to more favorable outcomes for African American high 
school students. Their findings showed that raceless identity was not an effective 
strategy for academic success. African Americans who reported being happy to be 
African American valued schooling and were more connected to their school than 
African Americans who were not happy to be African American (Harris & Marsh, 
2010).  Further, they found that African Americans who believed that they benefited 
from the success of other African Americans experienced greater achievement than 
those who did not hold that belief (Harris & Marsh, 2010).  Harris and Marsh 
cautioned that while positive racial identity was found to enhance the schooling 
experience of African American students, both as a protective benefit and a success 
motivator, progression occurs as part of a larger community process involving helpful 
individuals, and within and across group connections. As African American youth go 
through the process of developing their identity, the challenge is for them to also 
understand the importance of building cultural and social capital to support their 
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success in realizing their aspirations and continued experiences of success throughout 
their life journey.  
 Harris and Marsh (2010) reported that their findings on positive racial identity 
and successful school experiences and aspirations of African Americans were 
consistent with similar studies, whereby higher-achieving African American students 
were also found to have positive ethnic and racial connectedness (Chavous, Rivas-
Drake, Smalls, Griffin, & Cogburn, 2008; Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2009).   
African American students seeking to achieve beyond high school aspirations 
can increase their chances of success by learning how to maximize their educational, 
social, and cultural resources. Resources that are intertwined between home and 
school can affect the formulation of cultural and social capital among students and 
influence student expectations about how their educational experiences support their 
future aspirations (Bartee & Brown II, 2007).  Uwah et al. (2008) investigated school 
belonging, academic self-efficacy, and educational aspirations in a sample of 40 
African American male ninth and tenth grade students attending a small 
predominantly African American high school.  In its second year of operation, the 
school chosen by Uwah et al. (2008) provided a sense of community, consistent with 
small school learning environments designed to promote success among urban 
students (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008; 
Fleischman & Heppen, 2009).   
Uwah et al. (2008) found that the only school belonging subscale significantly 
linked with academic self-efficacy was “Feeling Encouraged to Participate”. This 
subscale is consistent with Bandura’s (1997) theory that direct positive social 
persuasion enhances self-efficacy.  Uwah et al. (2008) proposed that direct 
encouragement from peers and adults at school who convey the sense that they are 
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capable of high achievement may be especially critical for instilling confidence for 
high academic achievement in African American males. The findings did support the 
second assumption of Uwah et al. (2008), which indicated that educational aspirations 
would be significantly related to academic self-efficacy.  In this sense, self-efficacy 
can be considered an indicator of future choices students are likely to make based on 
their beliefs, efforts, and past experiences (Bandura, 1997).   
I chose to investigate the perceptions of key influences on the success of 
African American high school students in AICE, AP or IB programs, collecting data 
using a demographic information questionnaire and a questionnaire on student 
aspirations beyond high school The questionnaires were completed by each of the 
participants, in order to allow me to further personalize the interview data collected 
through open-ended, semi-structured questions in working to gain the deepest 
understanding of the experiences of each case. Twelve African American high school 
students in varied accelerated learning programs across two school districts in the 
Northeast Florida Region were interviewed.  
Several questions were used to explore the perceptions of African American 
students on key influences on their success in an accelerated learning program.   
1) How do successful African American high school students perceive their self-
efficacy?  
a. What, if any, connections do they make between their self-efficacy and 
perceptions of beyond high school readiness? 
2.  How do successful African American high school students perceive their 
ethnic identity? 
a. What, if any, connections do they make between their ethnic identity 
and their academic success? 
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3.  How do successful African American high school students perceive 
their school as a community? 
a. What, if any, connections do they make between their school as a 
community and their academic success?  
4. To what or whom do successful African American high school students 
attribute the formulation of their aspirations beyond high school?  
 I choose to include African American males and females that were in different 
phases of their accelerated diploma programs and courses, classified as 11th and 12th 
graders. In seeking depth of understanding participants’ perceptions of their own 
experiences, I chose not to pose the research questions directly, but to engage the 
students in a more self-reflective process through open-ended interview questions, 
balanced with a demographic information questionnaire and a questionnaire on future 
aspirations. This approach also supports credibility of the data through the process of 
triangulation of information collected and analyzed. Seven major themes emerged 
from the data analysis within and across the theories related to efficacy, ethnic 
identity, and aspirations, which were the constructs of the four research questions in 
the study including: 1) awareness of knowledge strengths, 2) accessing central 
resource systems, 3) false impressions and stereotypical expectations, 4) future 
focused, 5) giving back to communities, 6) networking with peers for progress, 7) 
academic and cultural diversity. The experiences of three male and nine female 
African American study participants were not expected to represent all African 
American high school students’ perspectives. These cases and the cross-case analysis 
were used to provide examples of ways African American students experienced 
academic self-efficacy and ethnic identity awareness and formulated their future 
aspirations. I sought to study these students’ perceptions of their ethnic awareness and 
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academic success, specifically across some of the most challenging learning contexts 
in the 21st century high school environments while working toward overall success in 
life.  
Discussion 
The participants in this study shared varied experiences and perceptions of 
their self-efficacy and academic success.  They were future focused, committed to 
making daily accomplishments a routine as part of their readiness for a successful 
college experience. Most articulated a specific career path building off their 
knowledge strengths in math, science, or written language. The study participants 
assessed their knowledge strengths regularly in preparation for tests and by 
sharpening and sharing their subject area expertise with peers through study groups. 
They appeared to develop and solidify their academic competence, comprised of 
knowledge skills, attitudes, and behaviors, through effectively networking with peers, 
teachers, and other experts in the area of need. Their self-efficacy was further 
enhanced by their awareness and utilization of their central resource systems, 
including their family members, counselors, teachers, coaches, and team or club 
members. Students in this study were aware of their knowledge challenge areas and 
needs and tended to work mostly with peers whose strengths matched their needs and 
who were willing to share their best knowledge strengths in a reciprocal learning 
process. Thus, increased awareness of the benefits of participant knowledge strengths 
and central resources appeared to enhance academic self-efficacy among African 
American students in accelerated learning communities and extended the “beliefs in 
one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce 
given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 2).   
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In the case of different accelerated learning environments, students across all 
programs and school sites shared their awareness and experiences of cultural 
differences within the accelerated program community and the larger school 
environment, specifically communicated through language and expectations guiding 
the program. Swales (1990) described the distinctions between what he called “a 
speech community and a written community”, where program differences are 
distinguished by a kind of discourse that allows them to maintain and extend the 
group’s membership and participation. In this case study, accelerated programs form 
an academic community that has specific rules and guidelines for membership and 
participation. 
In accelerated learning programs one major distinction is the level of written 
language required in order for students to be successful. In this type of academic 
discourse community participants are expected to develop as critical thinkers and 
problem solvers, and that extended learning appears in a written format that is 
assessed based on a commonly approved system of academics. Students in the study 
seemed to reject aspects of the accelerated learning community that separated them as 
different, in that they wanted to be viewed as part of the larger social and culturally 
diverse school community. However, the different students’ responses showed 
acknowledgement and acceptance of the expectation that academically, students in 
each accelerated learning program were expected to do more and better.  All study 
participants in the different programs seemed to acknowledge their membership in IB 
or AICE, and so it appeared they were accepting of separateness associated with 
academic standards but were sensitive to engaging in placing a value on their peers in 
standard curriculum programs.  
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There was also a distinction that was expressed by participants in response to 
questions related to ethnic awareness. The major theme that emerged from the 
participants’ responses was “false impressions and stereotypical expectations” within 
race, within academic program groups and across the larger school environment. 
Students captured their experiences and shared their outlooks for African American 
students in an accelerated learning community in the future. The participants further 
expressed that African American students benefit when they know who they are and 
where they came from, because understanding self helps individuals to decide where 
they are going and how they will get there successfully.  
Most of the study participants were actively involved in serving their 
community and shared their plans to give back in the future. They also presented 
some experiences of ways they were connected with different individuals and groups 
in their program, including working with their academic study groups; meeting with 
their counselors, teachers, or accelerated program school contact; and volunteering in 
their community. Most participants shared various ways they were planning to give 
back to their community, including teaching students in their community how to 
mentor, tutor, and coach younger kids to experience success in academics. When 
students recounted their perceptions of why they had already began the practice of 
giving back to their community, the reasons given were largely related to someone 
having helped them, believed in them, and offered them a chance to engage in an 
accelerated learning program. In one case the participant was in one type of 
accelerated program and felt compelled to change programs to meet her academic 
needs. Students based their awareness of success on their school and family 
experiences prior to entering high school. They described their middle school 
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experiences of success in academics and some told how their sibling had successfully 
completed an accelerated program and was having similar success in college.  
This study added to the understanding of the way African American students 
experience success in the most challenging, academically rigorous courses and 
programs at the high school level. Four major conclusions were drawn from this 
study. First, provided early preparation in the middle school grades, African American 
students can develop academic self-efficacy in ways that influence their willingness to 
participate and commitment to succeed in accelerated learning programs in high 
school  Second, African American students in accelerated learning courses and 
programs are aware of their ethnicity and find ways to balance social and cultural 
demands and needs. African American high school students in accelerated learning 
programs continue to experience some struggles with false impressions and 
stereotypical expectations and use different strategies to ensure they are academically 
successful and socially adept. Third, African American students in accelerated 
learning programs are committed to different communities for different reasons. They 
are committed to their academic program community for a successful finish and 
future benefits. They are committed to both their school community and 
neighborhood community, as these communities act as their central resource systems 
(explain how their families are part of their central resource system) in providing 
them with support toward success. Fourth, they know their knowledge strengths and 
needs and how to access and network with different resources for success. African 
American high school students in accelerated learning programs made their own 
decisions and commitments, largely with the support of different family members, to 
participate and to be successful. The participants in this study provided many personal 
examples of experiences that influenced their academic self-efficacy, awareness of 
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their ethnic identity and formulation of their future aspirations that constitutes their 
persistence to experience success in academics and in life. 
Implications for Educators of African American Students in or Preparing  
for Accelerated Learning Communities 
Educators should guide African American students in or preparing for accelerated 
learning courses or programs to become more aware of their own capabilities as they 
also become familiar with the academic, social, and cultural demands of accelerated 
learning communities. Each student in this study was clear in his or her view that it 
was important for peers and adults to understand and embrace them in the academic 
world, but it was even more essential as an African American student to be aware of 
one’s own ethnic identity and to embrace it. Ten of twelve study participants were 
clear on the different influences of being mischaracterized by peers and adults based 
on race or ethnicity in some situations.  The implication is that educators could 
encourage student engagement in their learning by developing more awareness of 
what Phinney (1996) described as ethnic identity formation. Eccles’s (2009) work 
focused on how identity perceptions shape individual behavioral choices.  She noted 
that expectations for success, confidence in one’s personal abilities, and one’s 
personal sense of efficacy have traditionally been recognized as important factors in 
making behavioral choices.   The implication here is that educators would personally 
benefit from and be better prepared to support students by becoming more aware of 
how ethnic identity acts as a fundamental component of diverse group membership, 
which relates to their sense of belonging and commitment to their ethnic group and 
teaches student groups how to engage effectively with the self and other student 
groups. Instead of accepting the status quo or associating ethnic identity with 
stereotypical expectations and false impressions of African American students, 
 
 
155 
educators can consciously engage in a process of developing a deeper understanding 
of the significance of ethnic group membership, including the connections aligned to 
their students’ thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behaviors.  To extend this 
implication, educators can incorporate a broader lens through which they view 
African American student groups to include Phinney and Ong’s (2007) perspectives 
on the development of ethnic identity as analogous to Erikson’s (1950/1993) personal 
identity. The major aspect of this implication is the opportunity for educators to 
become more knowledgeable about ways to help diverse student groups engage in 
their own learning process toward success and the formulation of future aspirations, 
as ethnic identity is thought to undergo dramatic growth in adolescence and young 
adulthood through the dual processes of exploration and commitment (Phinney & 
Ong, 2007). Given the social influences on aspects of the self, such as ethnicity, and 
the continually changing attitudes of society, educators could support diverse student 
groups in experiencing academic and social successes as part of the benefits of their 
human development process, specifically during the identity formation cycle, one that 
is never static (Erikson, 1993).  
Implications for Parents of African American Students in or Preparing  
for Accelerated Learning Communities 
Bourdieu (1986) defined cultural capital as the cultural habits that people form and 
use at home and school that allow individuals to gain advantages including academic, 
social, and economic capital. All of the participants in this study shared ways they 
learned about different cultures through their peers. In most cases this occurred 
through different volunteer experiences they engaged in regularly throughout high 
school. Becoming a volunteer is usually based on the individual’s interest and 
convenience of location and times. Some students shared their intentional efforts to 
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engage with different cultural groups. The methods varied, including one student who 
reached out to his peers to learn about the types of foods they brought to eat for lunch. 
This allowed him to discuss different aspects of cultures. Other students were able to 
learn about different cultures through their shared talents in music, art, and poetry. 
Students in the study who participated in sports discussed various ways the team 
approach gave them an opportunity to learn about different cultures, particularly 
because peers on the team were from diverse backgrounds and had a common goal of 
winning for the team. They also made it clear that academics was always first and that 
they quickly had to learn how to balance their time to be able to stay on top of their 
studies.  
Parents should continue to encourage African American students to engage in 
activities beyond the classroom but to also learn how to have quality dialogue with 
diverse student groups to intentionally learn about their cultures. Through this 
dialogue African Americans can learn more about themselves by teaching others 
about who they are and where they came from, which may be different than some of 
the peer groups’ previously conceived understandings. Participants who engaged in 
dialogue with diverse student groups in this study thought it was important to have 
diverse groups who also learned about some African American cultural habits that 
were common and unique to those of their peers.  Parents need to know that all the 
students perceived their families as their central resource system They named specific 
interactions with the family in terms of discussions about their academic progress and 
future goals. They also discussed some of the stress that is experienced from the 
coursework and social demands of accelerated learning programs. A major 
implication for parents is to show interest in students’ overall health, including 
effective physical, emotional, mental, spiritual, social, and cultural development. 
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Most of the participants in this study were cognizant of the realities of their academic 
and social challenges. During their building of social and cultural capital, African 
American adolescent students explore their identity within complex social situations 
to formulate their self-perceptions based on their individual and collective experiences 
(Altschul, Oyserman, & Bybee, 2006). However, all participants explained how they 
were more focused on building capital wherever they could to ensure their overall 
success and readiness for upcoming challenges.  Parents could consider ways to guide 
African American students in developing a plan to become more self-sufficient, 
including healthy attitudes and behaviors, through self-efficacy, ethnic awareness, and 
formulating future aspirations toward success. Self-sufficiency should not be 
misinterpreted as having students operate in isolation; in fact, it is the opposite. 
Students in this study appeared to work through many resources to support them in 
their quest for ongoing success. They built a social capital network, using their 
individual and collective capital. In some ways, the curriculum design and part of the 
instructional design was framed to guide the students to engage in a process of peer 
and adult networking, with built-in checkpoints or progress monitoring to ensure 
students were on track for success. Parents should be involved in helping African 
American students build social capital across “academic and culturally diverse” 
school communities.  
In accordance with Bourdieu’s (1986) description of social capital, parents can 
help their children invest in developing a sustainable network of relationships around 
success through both academic and sociocultural experiences. Parent awareness and 
involvement in the processes that students working in an accelerated learning 
community experience is essential, as these communities have different forms or 
structures of social capital, whereby personal relationships may form at the secondary 
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level that could and often do lead to business relationships as students spiral through 
their human development stages from adolescence to adulthood. Parents could invest 
in working with their children on how to nurture healthy relationships at home and in 
school to develop possible lifetime membership across diverse cultures through 
formulating and maximizing a network of quality academic, technological, cultural, 
and economic resources (Coleman, 1989). Students’ established social and cultural 
practices are influenced by family, community, and school, which helps shape their 
self-efficacy and persistence toward their success-oriented goals and future 
aspirations. 
Implications for Policy Formulation and Implementation Regarding Success of  
Diverse Students in or Preparing for Accelerated Learning Communities  
 Student success is about individuals learning to experience success throughout 
the course of their lifetime. African American high school students in this study 
shared their perceptions of their varied experiences of academic success, including 
human development challenges they faced during adolescence. As high schools 
transition toward a culture of accelerated learning, consider that climates are more 
academically, physically, emotionally, psychologically, and mentally demanding on 
students, including expansive district, state, and national testing. Twenty-first century 
learners are expected to experience a rigorous curriculum designed to develop critical 
thinking and problem solving skills necessary to be proficient in an accelerated 
secondary academic arena and in preparation for college and careers. Education 
policy needs to be more comprehensive, designed to support the whole child during 
the adolescent development period toward optimal health for optimal learning and 
preparedness increasing potential success among diverse student groups. 
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Recommendations for Future Studies 
As a result of this study, several recommendations are in order. The students 
in this study were able to identify their knowledge strengths, including specific 
subjects, various learning tools and strategies, and resources related to academics and 
their daily lives. They also identified their knowledge needs and learned to network 
with their peers to support each other toward success in the accelerated courses or 
programs. It is recommended that future research examine ways school districts can 
work with their school leaders to find effective ways to recruit and support African 
American and other diverse student groups into accelerated learning courses in both 
middle school and high school.  In particular, this research would include examining 
how parents, educators, and community services can collaborate to empower diverse 
student groups at the middle school and high school levels to create comprehensive 
networks focused on academic achievement and overall physical, emotional, and 
psychological well-being to increase the potential for success throughout their 
lifetime.  
Many of the students in the study voiced their perceptions of feeling 
themselves part of many cultures. In some scenarios it was in the form of other 
African American students who seemed to be separating themselves from the college-
going culture types. In other scenarios, African American students shared experiences 
where some White peers and adults expressed stereotypical expectations of their 
academic abilities. The participants in the study further voiced that it was essential to 
know the self and always remember where you came from, even though that does not 
determine where you are going in life. They made it a goal to embrace their peers and 
work with the peers who embraced them, within academically challenging and 
culturally diverse learning environments. In order to facilitate the building of social 
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capital among the diverse student groups at the secondary school level, it is 
recommended that future research consider examining ways school districts can 
develop ways to maximize the strengths of the diverse groups in courses, programs, 
and schools and methodically address and dispel false impressions of diverse student 
groups.  
All of the participants perceived their accelerated learning programs as an 
investment in their future. They shared varied reasons for joining the program, from 
family members, mostly moms, to peers, to teachers, to counselors, to coaches, to the 
challenging curriculum, and the different cultural experiences needed in preparation 
for higher education. However, the most noted source for joining an accelerated 
learning program was the self, making a personal commitment to individual 
betterment in the future, and the program was simply considered the vehicle to their 
future success.  It is recommended that future research be conducted at the district 
level, across secondary schools, on diverse student groups, to determine how 
members who continue to experience life operating in a dual culture model remain 
success oriented and future focused in accelerated learning environments. This 
research would extend the population beyond the present study to include African 
American and other diverse student groups in accelerated learning programs beyond 
AICE, IB, and AP and students in higher level college courses through Dual 
Enrollment programs or students in DE programs who are on-track to earn an 
Associate’s degree at the time of their high school graduation. It should also include 
diverse student group members taking accelerated learning courses through online 
programs and members in honors courses. 
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Chapter Summary 
 This final chapter presented a summary of the related literature and 
methodology in the study, discussed the conclusions derived from the data analysis, 
identified implications of my findings, and offered recommendations for future 
studies. Secondary school reform has been at the center of the national education 
focus on college and career readiness. Theoretical perspectives that are presented in 
the literature have focused largely on racial and cultural barriers and achievement 
gaps. These restrictive approaches were based largely on a negative or deficiency 
frame, including academic underperformance among minority students and 
underrepresentation of African American high school students in accelerated learning 
programs. Most high schools offer accelerated learning courses in preparation for 
higher education readiness. The continued challenge throughout the nation is for 
districts to find ways to ensure minority students are prepared, including their 
awareness of their efficacy, ethnic identity, and future aspirations.  
Another challenge for educators is to increase the participation rates of 
African American students in the rigorous college readiness accelerated learning 
programs throughout high schools across the country. Secondary schools play a 
critical role in effective methods of readying African American students for the 
rigorous curriculum and social demands of accelerated learning communities. One 
example is to ensure that minority students have the following prior to high school; 
accelerated learning academic experiences, the necessary access with ongoing 
support, and quality resources that support students in their ownership of their 
learning.  The voices of African American students who have recently demonstrated 
success in accelerated learning communities are invaluable in learning about the key 
influences on their success.  Therefore, adding the perspectives of students who are 
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successfully engaged in the process of their learning in the 21st century can provide 
direction in our efforts to enhance secondary education in our internationally 
competitive society.  
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APPENDIX A 
A Notification to Districts and Schools 
My name is Phyllis Pearson and I am enrolled in the Educational Leadership doctoral 
program at the University of North Florida (UNF) in Jacksonville, Florida. I am conducting a 
research study on African American high school students in accelerated learning programs in 
the Northeast Florida Region. The potential study participants will include high performing 
African American high school students in Advanced Placement (AP), Advanced International 
Certificate of Education Certificate in Education (AICE), or International Baccalaureate 
programs. 
The purpose of my study is to investigate major influences on the academic performance and 
life aspirations of high achieving African American high school students across school 
districts in the Northeast Florida Region from their perspective. I would like to tell each of the 
participants’ stories in a written multi-case study, which will become part of my dissertation. 
As the context of each program is unique in terms of its focus, including the climate and 
culture in relation to the overall school environment, a cross – case analysis will be employed 
to capture the varied aspects the participants experiences. I think their ideas and opinions 
about the key factors that have impacted their academic achievement is an important story to 
tell. I believe that their participation in this study will help educators, policy makers, and 
researchers to better understand the varied needs of all high school students as they 
experience success and formulate academic and career aspirations beyond high school. 
As this study requires me to seek volunteers by contacting high school students as potential 
study participants, I have attached the Consent Form for parents of potential participants 
under 18 (Appendix E) and Assent Form for students under 18 (Appendix F) and Informed 
Consent for potential participants 18 and older (Appendix D) for your review. Throughout the 
process of the study, the privacy of all potential participants’ will be protected through the use 
of pseudonyms for each participant and their respective schools, which will help ensure 
confidentiality. Further, this study is being developed with the support and guidance of (Dr. 
Katherine Kasten) / Dr. Francis Godwyll, my advisor at UNF. The study has been approved 
by the University of North Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB) and I have successfully 
completed the CITI Human Subjects Research Course. 
Upon District approval of the study, I will contact the principals of the selected study sites for 
further approval and will request permission to work through the on-site accelerated program 
contact, guidance counselor, or administrative designee. I will not request or have access to 
student records. I will ask the school contact to identify potential student participants for 
recruitment based on the selection criteria and to set up a brief meeting between me and the 
potential participants, allowing me to introduce myself, share details about the study, invite 
students to participate in the study and provide parent permission forms and student informed 
assent for students under 18 and consent forms for students 18 or older. I will invite the 
students to take some time to consider participating in the study and if they are interested to 
return the permission documents to me in the self-addressed envelopes provided. The first 
five volunteer respondents of each program site will be sent a Letter of Acceptance to 
Participate (see Appendix D) and the remaining volunteers will be sent a Thank You for Your 
Interest Letter (see Appendix D). I will then work through the site-contacts to schedule the 
initial 30-minute individual session with each volunteer participant. During this initial face-
to-face contact session, the details of the study will be reviewed for any clarifications with 
volunteer participants. Further, it will be clearly stated that the participant is free to decide not 
to participate in this study, to withdraw at any time, or to skip any questions without 
adversely affecting his or her relationship with the school and/or UNF. Volunteers who wish 
to participate will then be asked to complete the Student Demographic Questionnaire (see 
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Appendix B) and the 60-minute interviews will be arranged at the students’ convenience. 
All the details of this study are presented in the attached district application and/or the 
attached copy of the University of North Florida Institutional Review Board application. 
Sincerely, 
Phyllis Pearson, Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX B 
Demographic Information Questionnaire 
Pseudonym:_________________________________ Date:____________________ 
. 1.)  Gender: _____M_____F  
. 2.)  Age: _________________  
. 3.)  Current Grade Level:______________  
. 4.)  Place of Birth:____________________________________  
. 5.)  Cumulative Unweighted GPA:____________  
. 6.)  Academic Programs (check all that apply to you):  
a. Honors  i. __Math,__English,__SocialStudies,__Science,__World Language 
b. Advanced Placement (AP)  i. __Math,__English,__SocialStudies,__Science,__World 
Language 
c. International Baccalaureate (IB) _____ 
d. Advanced International Certificate of Education (AICE) _____ 7.) College Entrance Test 
Scores: 
a. SAT Scores (highest scores for each section if taken more than once) i. ________Math ; 
_______Reading; ______Writing 
b. ACT Score (highest score if taken more than once) i. ________ 
. 8.)  College or University Letters of Acceptance:  
a. ______________________________________________________  
b. __________________________________________________________  
. 9.)  Military–ASVAB______________ Other:_______________________  
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APPENDIX C 
Aspirations Beyond High School Survey Questions 
Pseudonym______________________________ 
Date____________________________________ 
After high school graduation which of the following best describes your plans: 
1)  College / University Aspirations  
a. What will be your major area of study in college? 
_________________________________________________________  
b. Who influenced you the most to go to college and how (no names needed – instead 
use titles like my best friend, drafting teacher, etc.) 
  __________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________  
2)  Career Aspirations   
a. What kind of career do you see yourself working in after finishing college? 
  __________________________________________________________   b. Do 
you think it is more important to have a career that pays the most money or makes 
you happy and why? 
  __________________________________________________________  
3) Enlist in the Military  a. What area of job training do you see yourself pursuing in 
the military? 
  __________________________________________________________ b. Do you 
plan to make the military your career? Yes______ No______  
c. Do you also plan to pursue some form of post-secondary education? Yes 
__No______ 
4)  What led you to decide to apply to an accelerated learning program at the high  
school level_____________________________________________________ 
. 5)  Upon reflection, what led you to decide to stay in the accelerated learning 
program? 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
. 6)  What, if anything, could have helped you to do better in middle or high school to 
prepare for your future?      
__________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D 
CONSENT FORM 
Researcher: Phyllis Pearson, Phone: , Email:  
Letter to the Potential High School Student Participants Ages 18-19  
Dear (Student Name): 
My name is Phyllis Pearson and I am a doctoral student at the University of North Florida in 
Jacksonville, Florida. I am working on a dissertation study in which I hope you will agree to 
participate. 
The purpose of my study is to investigate major influences on the academic performance and 
life aspirations of high achieving African American high school students across school 
districts in the Northeast Florida Region. I would like to tell your stories, including 
approximately 8 to 10 total participants, in a written multi-case study which will become part 
of my dissertation. I think your ideas and opinions about the key factors that have contributed 
to your academic success and aspirations are an important story to tell. I believe that your 
participation in this study will help educators, policy makers, and researchers to better 
understand the different needs of all high school students. The results of this study may be 
used for publication as a contribution to educational research. 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a questionnaire 
(approximately 30 minutes) focuses on academic self-efficacy, ethnic identity, and beyond 
high school aspirations. I also plan to interview you for no longer than 60 minutes in the 
school counseling office at your high school. The total time needed for both the questionnaire 
and the interview will be approximately 90 minutes. I will record the interview for research 
purposes and to ensure that your responses are accurately presented throughout the study. 
Once the audio recordings have been transcribed to written transcripts, the audio recordings 
will be destroyed to help ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, the transcripts will be 
maintained in a secure location and accessed only by the researcher. Your name will not be 
included in any publications that come out of this study and we will do all we can to ensure 
your responses remain confidential. 
You are free to decide not to participate in this study, to withdraw at any time, or to skip any 
questions without adversely affecting your relationship with your school and/or UNF. If you 
agree to participate you are agreeing to complete a questionnaire (approximately 30 minutes) 
and to participate in a 60 minute interview. In order to participate in the study you must 
indicate your consent by signing the attached consent form in the spaces provided below. 
To secure your confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used in place of your name and the name 
of your school. This approach will reduce the risk of your name being associated with the 
study. There is no foreseeable risk associated with the study. Also, the study is not designed 
with any direct benefits to the participants. 
Compensations, including monetary or other inducements, will not be provided for taking part 
in this study. And participation in the study will not generate a cost to the participant. 
Pseudonyms or fictitious names will be used in the study to maintain the privacy of all 
participants. If you are interested in participating in the study, please sign and return the 
attached form within one week (due date in bold) in the self- addressed, stamped envelope. 
Your completion of the attached assent form signifies your consent to participate in this study 
after having read and understood the information presented above. Please keep a copy of this 
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letter and the assent form for your records and feel free to contact me if you have any 
questions at  
You may contact my dissertation committee chair, (Dr. Katherine Kasten) / Dr. Francis 
Godwyll, if you have questions or concerns at any time. You may contact her at 
 or email her at . If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant, you may also contact Dr. Krista Paulson who is the Vice Chairperson of the UNF 
IRB by calling  
Your participation will be appreciated.  Sincerely, Phyllis Pearson, Principal Investigator   
By signing this document you acknowledge you are at least 18 years of age. 
Print Name:_________________________________________ 
Signature:___________________________________________ 
Date:_______________________________________________ 
If you agree to participate in the study, at times I will need to contact you regarding the study. 
If this is okay with you, please provide your contact information below:  Cell phone 
number_________________________________  Email address_____________________ 
____ prefer a phone call ____ prefer an email ____ a phone call or email is okay 
If you do not want to participate in this research, you can avoid returning this form to the 
researcher. 
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APPENDIX E  
PARENT CONSENT FORM 
Researcher: Phyllis Pearson, Phone: , Email:  
Letter to the Parents of Potential High School Student Participants Ages 16-17  
Dear Parents/Legal Guardians (Parents Names): 
My name is Phyllis Pearson and I am a doctoral student at the University of North Florida in 
Jacksonville, Florida. I am working on a dissertation study in which I hope you will provide 
permission for your son/daughter to participate. 
The purpose of my study is to investigate major influences on the academic performance and 
life aspirations of high achieving African American high school students across school 
districts in the Northeast Florida Region. I would like to tell your son or daughter’s story, 
along with approximately 8 to 10 total participants, in a written multi- case study that will 
become part of my dissertation. I think his/her ideas and opinions about the key factors that 
have contributed to his/her academic success and aspirations are an important story to tell. I 
believe his/her participation in this study will help educators, policy makers, and researchers 
to better understand the different needs of all high school students. The results of this study 
may be used for publication as a contribution to educational research. 
If you agree that your son/daughter can participate in this study, he or she will be asked to 
complete a questionnaire (approximately 30 minutes) that focuses on academic self- efficacy, 
ethnic identity, and beyond high school aspirations. I also plan to interview him/her for no 
longer than 60 minutes in the school counseling office at his/her high school. The total time 
needed for both the questionnaire and the interview will be approximately 90 minutes. I will 
record the interview for research purposes and to ensure that responses are accurately 
presented throughout the study. Once the audio recordings have been transcribed to written 
transcripts, the audio recordings will be destroyed to help ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, 
the transcripts will be maintained in a secure location and accessed only by the researcher. 
His or her name will not be included in any publications that come out of this study and we 
will do all we can to ensure your responses remain confidential. 
Your son or daughter is free to decide not to participate in this study, to withdraw at any time, 
or to skip any questions without adversely affecting his/her relationship with his/ her school 
and/or UNF. If you agree that he or she can participate your child will complete a 
questionnaire (approximately 30 minutes) and to participate in a 60 minute interview. In order 
to participate in the study you must indicate your consent by signing the attached consent 
form in the spaces provided below. 
To secure your child’s confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used in place of his or her name 
and the school name. This approach will reduce the risk of his or her name being associated 
with the study. There is no foreseeable risk associated with the study. Also, the study is not 
designed with any direct benefits to the participants. 
Compensations, including monetary or other inducements, will not be provided for taking part 
in this study. And participation in the study will not generate a cost to the participant. 
Pseudonyms or fictitious names will be used in the study to maintain the privacy of all 
participants. If your child is interested in participating in the study, please sign and return the 
attached form within one week (due date in bold) in the self-addressed, stamped envelope. 
Your completion of the attached parent consent form signifies your consent for your child to 
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participate in this study after having read and understood the information presented above. 
Please keep a copy of this letter and the consent form for your records and feel free to contact 
me if you have any questions at  
You may contact my dissertation committee chair, (Dr. Katherine Kasten) / Dr. Francis 
Godwyll, if you have questions or concerns at any time. You may contact her at 
 or email her at . If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant, you may also contact Dr. Krista Paulson who is the Vice Chairperson of the UNF 
IRB by calling  
Your child’s participation will be appreciated. Sincerely,  Phyllis Pearson, Principal 
Investigator 
Please use the enclosed stamped envelope to return this form to Phyllis Pearson, Bldg. 57, 
Room 3800, 1 University Drive, Jacksonville, FL, 32224.  
My son or daughter _______________________________ has my permission to participate 
in the study. We understand that participation is voluntary and that at any time my child can 
change his/her mind and choose not to participate. 
Parent’s Signature _____________________________________________ 
Date:________________________________________________________ 
If you do not grant permission for your son or daughter to participate in this research, you can 
simply avoid returning this form to the researcher. 
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APPENDIX F  
ASSENT FORM 
Researcher: Phyllis Pearson, Phone: , Email:  
Letter to the Potential High School Student Participants Ages 16 – 17  
Dear (Student Name): 
My name is Phyllis Pearson and I am a doctoral student at the University of North Florida in 
Jacksonville, Florida. I am working on a dissertation study in which I hope you will agree to 
participate. 
The purpose of my study is to investigate major influences on the academic performance and 
life aspirations of high achieving African American high school students across school 
districts in the Northeast Florida Region. I would like to tell your stories, including 
approximately 8 to 10 total participants, in a written multi-case study which will become part 
of my dissertation. I think your ideas and opinions about the key factors that have contributed 
to your academic success and aspirations are an important story to tell. I believe that your 
participation in this study will help educators, policy makers, and researchers to better 
understand the different needs of all high school students. 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a questionnaire 
(approximately 30 minutes) focused on academic self-efficacy, ethnic identity, and beyond 
high school aspirations. I also plan to interview you for no longer than 60 minutes in the 
school counseling office at your high school. The total time needed for both the questionnaire 
and the interview will be approximately 90 minutes. I will record the interview for research 
purposes and to ensure that your responses are accurately presented throughout the study. 
Once the audio recordings have been transcribed to written transcripts, the audio recordings 
will be destroyed to help ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, the transcripts will be 
maintained in a secure location and accessed only by the researcher. Your name will not be 
included in any publications that come out of this study and we will do all we can to ensure 
your responses remain confidential. 
You are free to decide not to participate in this study, to withdraw at any time, or to skip any 
questions without adversely affecting your relationship with your school and/or UNF. If you 
agree to participate you are agreeing to complete a questionnaire (approximately 30 minutes) 
and to participate in a 60 minute interview. In order to participate in the study you must 
indicate your consent by signing the attached consent form in the spaces provided below. 
To secure your confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used in place of your name and the name 
of your school. This approach will reduce the risk of your name being associated with the 
study. There is no foreseeable risk associated with the study. Also, the study is not designed 
with any direct benefits to the participants. 
Compensations, including monetary or other inducements, will not be provided for taking part 
in this study. And participation in the study will not generate a cost to the participant. 
Pseudonyms or fictitious names will be used in the study to maintain the privacy of all 
participants. If you are interested in participating in the study, please return the attached form 
within one week (due date in bold) in the self-addressed, stamped envelope. Your completion 
of the attached assent form signifies your consent to participate in this study after having read 
and understood the information presented above. Please keep a copy of this letter and the 
assent form for your records and feel free to contact me if you have any questions at 904-620-
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2990. 
You may contact my dissertation committee chair, (Dr. Katherine Kasten) / Dr. Francis 
Godwyll, if you have questions or concerns at any time. You may contact her at 
 or email her at . If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant, you may also contact Dr. Krista Paulson who is the Vice Chairperson of the UNF 
IRB by calling . 
Your participation will be appreciated. 
Sincerely, 
Phyllis Pearson, Principal Investigator 
Please use the enclosed stamped envelope to return this form to Phyllis Pearson, Bldg. 57, 
Room 3800, 1 University Drive, Jacksonville, FL, 32224.  
I _______________________________ agree to participate in the study. I understand that my 
participation is voluntary and that at any time I can change my mind and choose not to 
participate. I also understand by signing and returning this form that I am giving my consent 
for the researcher, Phyllis Pearson to speak with my teachers and guidance counselors 
regarding my academic performance. 
Student Signature ____________________________________________ 
Date:_______________________________________________________  If you agree to 
participate in the study, at times I will need to contact you regarding the study. If this is okay 
with you, please provide your contact information below:  Cell phone 
number____________________________  Email address________________________   
____ prefer a phone call ____ prefer an email ____ a phone call or email is okay 
If you do not want to participate in this research, you can avoid returning this form to the 
researcher. 
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APPENDIX G 
Letter of Acceptance to Participate 
Researcher: Phyllis Pearson, Phone:  Email:  
Dear (Student Name) 
Congratulations! You have been selected to participate in the research study examining key 
contributors to the academic performance and life aspirations of high achieving African 
American high school students. I believe that you will greatly contribute to this study. Using 
the contact information you provided in the consent document, I will email or call you within 
the next week to answer any questions you may have about the study and schedule the 
interview. 
Thank you for your participation in this important study that will provide valuable 
information for parents, teachers and administrators regarding meeting the needs of all high 
school students. 
Sincerely, 
Phyllis Pearson, Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX H   
Thank You for Your Interest in the Study 
Researcher: Phyllis Pearson, Phone:  Email:  
Dear (Insert Student Name): 
I would like to thank you for your interest in participating in the research study examining 
key contributors to the academic performance and life aspirations of high achieving African 
American high school students. However, at this time I have already selected the first (5,6,7,) 
students to return the consent form. Should one of those students withdraw from the study, 
you may be contacted to see if you are interested in participating. I appreciate your 
willingness to participate in this important study. 
Sincerely, Phyllis Pearson, Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX I 
Academic Self-Efficacy & Ethnic Identity Awareness Open- Ended Interview Questions 
Academic Self-Efficacy: 
1. Describe why you decided to participate in your accelerated learning program?  
2. Tell about a recent assignment that you considered very difficult and how you handled 
  the situation?  
3. Describe ways the teacher responded when you found yourself struggling with a difficult 
  concept and needed extra help?  
4. In what ways would you describe your school or accelerated program in terms of a 
  community?  
5. Describe ways your guidance counselor has worked with you this year?  
6. In what ways have your peers and your teachers provided you with support throughout 
  your high school experience?  
7. What resources do you use in order to be successful in your most challenging academic 
  courses?  
8. In the courses in which you tend to make A’s or B’s most or all of the time, how would 
  you explain this?  
9. Can you describe a time when you knew that you did well on an assignment even before 
  the teacher gave you a grade? (What made you so confident about your 
performance?)  
10. Who do you talk with about your academic accomplishments?  
11. Describe a recent experience when you engaged in a peer collaboration study group 
  outside of class?  
12. If a student in your academic program was failing the courses and the school found 
that   the family was homeless, how would the school respond?  
13. Beyond academics, how are you involved in your school community?  
Ethnic Identity Awareness: 
1. If you were speaking to an upcoming group of African American middle school students 
about the (AICE, IB or AP) program, what are two most important things that you 
would say to them about what they should expect or request from the program that 
might help them to succeed?  
2. When you think in terms of being a male or female, what does it mean to be an African 
American male or female in a high school environment today?  
3. What are the most important challenges that African American students might face in high 
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school in the 21st century?  
4. In what ways is diversity supported through your accelerated learning program at your 
school?  
5. How does the school encourage parent involvement among diverse groups?  
6. In what ways does (could) diversity among the teachers affect your school community?  
7. How would you describe the ways in which you have interacted with diverse groups of 
  students in your program or school?  
8. Describe some ways in which you feel that you are a part of the African American 
  community.  
9. Once your goals in life are met, what possible ways might your success impact the 
  African American community?  
 Source: Adapted from Racial – Ethnic Identity Subscales, Oyserman, Gant, and Ager (1995). 
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APPENDIX J 
 
Student Interview Protocol 
 
 
Date____________________  
 
Pseudonym____________________________ 
 
 
Introduction 
e yourself 
 
 
 
ve away individually identifiable 
information during the interview 
 
 
-make the participant feel comfortable 
 
 
 
 
Participant Concluding Questions or Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Concluding Statements: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
178 
APPENDIX K   
Permission to Incorporate Racial – Ethnic Identity Questions 
Date: Friday, October 28, 2011 9:36 AM 
From: Daphna Oyserman  To: 
  Subject: Re: Dissertation Proposal 
You have my permission to use the scales with the condition 
that they be cited in the write up. Good luck in your work and 
let me know what you find. Prof Do  
Professor of Psychology, Edwin J Thomas Collegiate Professor 
of Social Work Research Professor, Institute for Social 
Research 
University of Michigan 
Institute for Social Research 
426 Thompson Ave, room 5240 
Ann Arbor, MI 48109-1248 
School of Social Work Office is room 3848 
tel:  
fax:  
Oyserman homepage: http://sitemaker.umich.edu/daphna.oyserman 
Quoting : 
> Good Afternoon Dr. Oyserman: > > My name is Phyllis Pearson 
and I am in the final stages of preparing 
   >  my dissertation proposal at the University of 
North Florida. The  
   >  reason for this contact is to seek your 
permission to incorporate  
   >  the open-ended and close-ended questions from the 
Racial-Ethnic  
   >  Identity Subscales as part of my method of data 
collection for my > study. >  
   >  As a K - 12 educator for the past 27 years, I am 
very much  
   >  interested in understanding ways African American 
students  
   >  experience success, particularly students who 
excel in accelerated  
   >  learning environments. My topic is "Beyond High 
School Readiness:  
> Efficacy, Ethnicity, and Aspirations of Successful African 
American > High School Students". > 
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   >  In conducting this study I plan to use a 
demographic information  
   >  questionnaire, a closed-ended written survey 
regarding  
   >  ethnic-identity, and open-ended interview 
questions regarding  
   >  self-efficacy and self-regulated behaviors, 
ethnic identity, and > future aspirations.   >  
> I look forward to hearing from you in hopes that I will be 
able to > use these guiding questions in my study. > > Thank 
you, > > Phyllis Pearson, Doctoral Student > University of 
North Florida > (Cell) >  > > > > > 
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